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INTRODUCTION

The celebrated American poem “Song of Myself” embraces the deep-rooted human need
to create. Its maker, Walt Whitman, petitions us to re-imagine our world. He insists that the
human potential is limitless, urges us not to confine our creative spirit—let it flourish in
the great wide-open. What’s more, he embraces our propensity as co-creators. In “Song of
Myself,” he encourages us to recycle his poem, just as his body is recyled into the dirt to
grow with the grass he loves. “If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles,”
Whitman proclaims (52), bequeathing his poem to us to do with it what we will.
As a graduate student in Kennesaw State University’s Master of Professional
Writing program, I check my boot-soles, investigating voices that have influenced or intertwined with my own. In doing so, I embrace co-creation as part of my professional editorial practice and creative process. It wasn’t always so; I came into graduate school with preconceived notions of voice as ruthlessly individualistic, partly because of my interpretation
of Walt Whitman as a lone, rugged American voice in the wild. Now as a professional developmental editor, I understand the intimate dynamic of the dialogue between writer and
reader, writer and editor. On the surface of a published piece of work, the author appears to
be the lone genius; yet, underneath, in multilayers of revisions and conversations that carry
an author “over the roofs of the world” (52), voice is an intimate communal affair.
For me, the idea of co-creation embodies the push-and-pull relationship that forms
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first between artist and other artists and then artist and teacher, artist and critic, and finally
artist and audience. I argue that no one person is on one side or the other. These roles
are interchangeable in the communal affair of storytelling. The co-creation process does
not assemble in a linear progression through each role; instead, it undulates in a weave,
similar to what Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones calls “The Ancient Art of Weaving.”
These roles and their corresponding voices intertwine, weaving in and out of each other
during the creative process like the guitars of Keith Richards and Ronnie Wood during
a raw Rolling Stones studio session or live concert. Co-creation is an artistic act forged
in the musical dialogue between Richards and Wood; so too, is co-creation an artistic act
of dialogue between professor and student, between editor and writer, between artist and
audience. An ongoing dialogue, co-creation brings out the true voice in each of us.
The best editors, with keen intuition, can empathize so completely with an author’s personal voice, as well as the readers’ voices, that they can perform this ancient
art of weaving with sensitive precision, all along staying committed and true to the story.
It is the story, whether in a song, poem, creative nonfiction or fiction piece, that in the
end trumps all else. In the final published piece, the story itself takes on its own voice,
which can evolve over years, decades, or centuries through the recycling of other voices—the voices of its readers that pick up the creation and claim it as part of themselves.
So, yes indeed, our voices get picked up under the boot-soles of all those who come after
us. Through co-creation, a graduate essay becomes more than just an assignment with a
grade, a client’s manuscript becomes more than just a published novel, a poem submission becomes more than the lone poet’s “barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world” (52).
The creative act of writing, especially creative writing, is sometimes compared to
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painting, a daub of paint here and a daub of paint there on a gesso-primed canvas—bright
white and blank—with the artist alone in his or her studio with its white-washed walls
and, if the painter is lucky, a good Northern light source. However, this idea of the lonely
artist working brushstroke by brushstroke, with nothing but his or her own genius and
focused talent, is a misunderstanding of what it is like to be an artist. Western civilization
relishes its creative geniuses (and I do, too)—but in doing so we often divorce product
from process. We do not create as if we were floating in outer space, alone and isolated
in a protective space suit. Instead, we create smack-dab in the middle of a bustling and
loquacious human race on a wild planet Earth. We can’t help but be inspired by others—borrow, entwine, recyle, re-mix. Some of us co-create so well that the final product
encompasses the spectacular and the ingenious. Yet, even a genius piece of work will be
edited by its readers, Il Miglior Fabbro, the better craftsman, as T.S. Eliot called Erza
Pound, his first reader. This better craftsman, the audience, reimagines the poem or story.
This reimagination perches on a level of genius when it comes to the dialogue
between Erza Pound and T.S. Eliot. However, reimagination (co-creation) also works on
a smaller scale, between the reader and the page. In The Storytelling Animal: How Stories Make Us Human, author Jonathan Gottschall explains how a reader’s imagination
will tell “prodigious number of lies” (4). It is these lies that are the primordial soup, so to
speak, of the co-creation process. “Like Tom Sawyer whitewashing the fence,” Gottschall
writes, “authors trick readers into doing most of the imaginative work. Reading is often seen as a passive act: we lie back and let writers pipe joy into our brains. But this is
wrong. When we experience a story, our minds are churning, working hard” (4). The creative writer gives the reader more of a preliminary sketch than a fully finished painting,
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an “expert line drawing with hints on filing [it] in. Our minds supply most of the information in the scene—most of the color, shading, and texture” (5). This powerful audience
participation in the creative process “is going on all the time, chugging away beneath the
surface” (5). Gottschall argues that the “writer is not, then, an all-powerful architect of
our reading experience. The writer guides the way we imagine but does not determine it”
(5). And I argue that this creative process runs deeper than just our human propensity to
co-create with our imaginations. This creative process, and therefore the author’s voice,
is challenged by the dialogue of voices from our society, culture, and history. Once out
of the author’s mouth and onto the published page, voice is free to evolve. Through the
process of co-creation, a creative endeavor takes on a voice of its own, busting seams and
declaring itself, in the spirit of Walt Whitman, a free entity.
Voice, one aspect of a writer’s identity, has been typified either expressively as
a personal and individualistic act or socially as an audience-based act. Voice pioneers,
however, are engaged in studying how voice is co-created. Paul Prior argues in “Voices in
Text, Mind, and Society: Sociohistoric Accounts of Discourse Acquisition and Use” that
voice is linked to social identities as well as personal identities. While theories of voice
that are dominantly individual or dominantly social often seem to be in a struggle with
one another, Prior does not see voice as either existing exclusively inside a writer (ruthlessly individualistically constructed) or outside the writer (staunchly socially constructed); instead, he witnesses language as “neither inside nor outside, but between people (in
the sense of flowing through and around them)” (11)—very much like the weave that I
refer to. In other words, voice (and therefore identity) exists in a socio-historic, push-andpull relationship between the author, readers (including editors), and other texts, in what
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Christian M. Tardy in “Current Conception of Voice,” calls dialogic (34), a term taken
from the Russian philosopher and literary critic, Mikhail Bakhtin.
This dialogic perspective acknowleges that an author’s voice does not swagger
onto the page alone; it emerges onto the page “co-constructed” (Tardy, “Voice Construction” 94) and, I add, in a flux of evolution. This co-construction, or what I prefer to call
co-creation, is not often a quiet process where the writer sits alone at his or her writer’s
desk deciphering editorial comments. Rather co-creation often can be described in the
same way Keith Richards, in his national bestseller, Life, describes his radiantly tumultuous and explosively fun life as an international rock and roll baron: “To me life is like
a wild animal. You hope to deal with it when it leaps out at you.” In other words, for the
authentic author-voice to survive and thrive, it takes a tribe of voices to tame the beast.
On the one hand, I agree that writing, rather than being an authorial monologue
with clear writer/reader boundaries, involves a dialectical interaction between other voices (including editors), other texts, and the borrowed words themselves. It’s a weaving of
a communal of voices. On the other hand, I believe voice is like our personalities: unique
and innate—great assimilators of “worlds and volumes of worlds” (Whitman, “Song
of Myself” 52). The writer’s mind is a like a galactic witch’s cauldron, churning these
collected worlds into what the expressionist Peter Elbow in Writing with Power elusively
calls juice. What most intrigues me is what happens to voice after an editor picks up the
ladle and drinks this juice that combines what Elbow touts as “the qualities of magic potion, mother’s milk, and electricity” (286). Elbow defines voice, in writing, as “the sound
of an individual on the page” (287). What happens to that sound after an editor raises a
red pen to the author’s “barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world” (Whitman, 52)?
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After working in close quarters with writers, I like to believe that the author’s
barbaric yawp grows stronger after filtering, reflecting, and amplifying it through the
voice of an editor, an author’s most dedicated reader. A great editor, as I’m sure all editors
strive to be (I know I do), purges the yawn and boosts the yawp. It’s the same role a great
professor plays with a student, pulling out the best of a student, urging the student to go
beyond the assignment, beyond the classroom—helping the student wrangle the wild
animals into one strong herd. For writers, a good editor pulls out the best sound from the
author even when the manuscript is a wild, caterwauling animal. An editor is merely a
highly-specialized reader and, like all readers, becomes one of a multiple of voices who
will forever inform, evolve, and challenge the author’s words. A good editor will filter
and fiber the blood of a writer, and in turn, the author’s creative work will go on to do
the same for its readers. In the end, it is the conglomerate of readers over a span of years,
decades or centuries even, that exalts the author’s voice to its most powerful level of
co-creation. Here the author’s individual sound, or texture, is recycled out in the wilds of
the storytelling jungles and untamed forests.
James Harris in A Teaching Subject: Composition since 1966, explains that rather
than clinging stubbornly to the inherited Western society’s view of voice as wildly individualistic, a new image of voice needs “to begin with the idea that our culture speaks to
us through many competing voices.” Voice, to Harris, seems to exists outside the writer. However, as I discussed, Prior sees the existence of voice as more of an undulation
between inside and outside. Furthermore, while the authors wild, individualistic yawp is
sacrificed to the taming, killing, or deliverance by the reader (be it teacher, critic, editor,
or audience), it also is true that the reader’s voice is wrangled up and corralled by the
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voice of the author. Gottschal explains: “The emotions of fiction are highly contagious,
and so are the ideas. As the psychologist Raymond Mar writes, ‘Researchers have repeatedly found that reader attitudes shift to become more congruent with the ideas expressed
in a narrative.’” Story and poetry, in other words, have the power to change convictions
and beliefs, affecting change on society over time, and therefore, creative writing has the
power to create a collective voice. And this collective voice circles back around to affect
the voice of the author. The circling of voices, this ancient art of weaving, reworks and
reshapes the path of an author’s creative process every time pen touches paper (or, more
likely, finger touches keyboard). I, as an editor, am thrown happy-go-lucky into this ancient art of weaving as I come face-to-face with a client’s first draft, a leaping wild animal.
Just as language is a non-static living co-creation, voice is a living, evolving
entity. We all are co-creators of voice in this wild-animal-wrangling endeavor of creativity. This portfolio samples my contribution to that sizzling relationship of voices through
documentation of dialogue between writer and editor. What makes my writer/editor
relationships even more dynamic is the fact that each manuscript shows up with a myriad
of characters—they bring their own wild voices, their own barbaric yawps. How does an
editor keep sane wrangling all these wild voices? There is one golden rule, more than a
rule, a law of nature, that must be revered even when writers protest, desperately clinging
to careening subplots and tangent storylines. That law: always remain true to the story.
As an editor, sometimes that means venturing deep in a wild forest of a manuscript, with
its false trails, hidden caves, and, at times, wickedly twisted undergrowth, to find the real
story hidden within. It’s a wild storytelling world out there.
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PORTFOLIO

In the spring of 2015, my graduate editing class professor, Dr. Margaret Walters, gave her
graduate students an experimental assignment to create a digital magazine for writers. As
I have done with all my graduate classes, I looked to see how the assignment fit into my
creative and professional practice. A year prior, I started freelancing as an editor, writer,
and web designer. My first client was a surf instruction company in Costa Rica. I traded
surf lessons for a website with regular articles, videos, and podcasts. It was a massive
undertaking, a sink or swim endeavor. I managed to swim, and I even surfed. So, when
my professor, Dr. Margaret Walters, announced to the class that we were breaking up into
groups to create a digital magazine for a successful non-profit organization, I knew that it
was the next logical step in my professional editing practice.
For me, it was not just a class project. I had a vision. The professor urged us to
form our own ideas, to work on an editorial team with autonomy, and to reimagine the organization’s old newsletter into a digital magazine. In essence, she gave us the safe space
for our own voices to be heard. On the last day of class, I shared my larger vision with
her, a vision that didn’t end with a grade. The following semester, I started as the editor in
chief for a new digital magazine, a valuable component of the Georgia Writers Association, the same non-profit organization we worked with in class.
The first issue of Exit 271: Your Georgia Writers Resource came out in the Winter

9

of 2016 to rave reviews. It garnered over 1000 readers within the first two months. The
second issue in the Summer of 2016 toped it, and we expect the following issues to continue to garner support and a loyal following. Submissions to the magazine keep rolling
in, and we now have a strong team of volunteer editors. Furthermore, I have a growing
freelance editing business partly because of the exposure I receive as editor-in-chief.
In the winter of 2016, I extended the Exit 271 magazine into The Exit 271 Studio. This
online company is a place where the editors of Exit 271 can market and promote their
freelance editorial services. My editorial coaching business became possible because I
had professors who nurtured my voice and helped co-create a learning space, which took
my assignments outside the confines of a traditional learning environment. As a graduate
student, my most engaging and successful classes were the ones where the professors
opened the door for us to take our projects beyond the university’s walls—to reshape and
recreate them. For me, this learning space is where co-creation thrives.
Similarly, editors need to nurture this kind of creative space with writers, too.
Writing a novel or a book of poems is hard work. Just like graduate students, writers need
support that fosters dialogue, encourages exploration, and embraces direct experiences.
For a writer’s voice to step on stage in full force, he or she must be open to taking the
creative process beyond the confines of the lonely writer’s desk. He or she must be open
to allowing an editor to filter and fiber the writer’s sound.
Creative writers not only need a strong but nurturing editor who can navigate a
wildly messy first draft, but they also need an editor who can reflect their voice, enrich
it, push it where they may have been too afraid to go—or didn’t even know they could.
Writing is an intimate endeavor. Writers often are fiercely protective of their writer’s
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voice, sometimes to their story’s demise. Working one-on-one with writers with my
freelance work and with the literary magazine, Exit 271: Your Georgia Writers Resource,
I have experienced first-hand the fragility of the writer-editor relationship. I remain
mindful of this fragility in all my written communications. With the magazine, I designed
our brand around this reality of a writer’s tender underbelly. Writers, especially creative
writers, lay their hearts out to be torn asunder. Good editors take an oath to stay true to
the writer’s voice, but great editors propel the writer beyond that single voice, to stay true
to the story—and, therefore, give the novel or poem the creative space to speak in its own
true voice.
With this capstone portfolio, I will present my experience as a co-creator from
graduate school to business owner. This portfolio kicks off with a graduate project titled
“Voice as a Defiant Act: Skeleton Paper—Breathing Pen,” a project with three components. It was an assignment given in my first semester of graduate school by Professors
Letizia Guglielmo and Chris Palmer in “Issue and Research in Professional Writing”
(PRWR 6000). Although this project does not directly address the dialogue between
writer and editor, it marks an important turning point in my life as a graduate student
and editor. Its exploration into the author’s voice was my first grappling with the idea
of co-creation. Although it has been edited and revised for inclusion into my capstone, I
tried to remain true to its orginal spirit. Part one, titled “Voice as a Defiant Act,” explores
the definitions of voice in three dimensions: individual, social, and dialogic. Part two,
titled “Skeleton Paper—Breathing Pen,” was inspired by the research from part one. It
includes two evolving drafts of visual poetry—giving a glimpse into the way my mind
first digested my research. Part three contains a reflection or, more accurately, an analysis
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of my academic and creative writing as it relates to my research. The reflection looks at
my rhetorical moves, as I call them. These rhetorical moves and the research into author’s
voice have come to inform the editing of my client’s work.
The second section of this portfolio houses the editorial for poems by two-time
Georgia Author of the Year Award finalist, Robert Covel. These poems by Covel, “Singularity” and “Intimations of Mortality,” were edited for and first appeared in the Summer
issue of Exit 271: Your Georgia Writers Resource, of which I reside as editor in chief.
After several editorial conversations, Covel wrote, “I have to say that, looking at the
final versions with all of the suggestions incorporated, I am extremely proud of these two
poems. I was thinking of T.S. Eliot’s comment about Ezra Pound (though I am no Eliot
and these are certainly not The Waste Land!), Il Miglior Fabbro, ‘The Better Maker.’
Your staff certainly qualify for that label.” The sample includes my editorial write up,
several rounds of in-text edits, and the back and forth of editor-writer email communications. Both poems will be published in Covel’s new book of poems to be released in the
Fall 2017. Furthermore, these two poems along with my editorial and some of the editorial dialogue are showcased at the University of Western Georgia’s Ingram Library in a
glass case titled “Creative Process as Dialogue between Editor and Writer.” They are part
of The Creative Process: Visions and Revisions, a crowd-sourced mixed-media exhibit
curated by Shaneé Yvette Murrain, University Archivist, Special Collections. Taking its
inspiration from the acclaimed 20th century poet and editor, T.S. Eliot, and his long form
poem, The Waste Land (1922), which was the culmination of many drafts and significant
editorial changes, The Creative Process exhibit explores the various ways prototypes,
sketches, mock-ups, drafts, and maquettes demonstrate artistic progression. Featured
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works reveal how feedback influences creative drafts and guides revision efforts.
The third section of this portfolio houses dialogue between myself and fiction
writer Stephanie Baldi, vice president of the Carrollton Creative Writers Club. Baldi, like
most new creative writing clients, was initially nervous about venturing into a dialogue
with an editor. The communication with the client includes the initial “nurturing email”
before editing began, the first editorial write-up with a “nurturing introduction” (after
the edit of the first ten pages), a sampling of in-text edits from several rounds of edits,
a final editorial write-up once the manuscript was edited in its entirety, and numerous
email conversations that show the editor/writer relationship. At the time of writing this
capstone, Baldi is engaging agents after several have requested more pages or the entire
manuscript.
Note how the comments in Baldi’s and Covel’s editorials and in-text edits remain
mindful of the writer’s style, often carefully inviting revision through suggestions and
explanations instead of mere slashes from a red pen. I often demonstrate one way to make
changes through what I call “illustrations.” These illustrations are suggestions that show
how to make the edits. These illustrations are just one way to fix a potential problem or
deepen the writing. I urge the client to play with these examples. They may tweak them,
delete them, or keep them. The most important outcome is that they learn from them. I
call my editorial service “editorial coaching” because it goes beyond editing—it’s mentoring and instruction. Furthermore, the emails and the editorial write-ups balance the
roles of the authoritative editor with the nurturing writing coach. This invitational-style
to editing helps co-create a safe space for the writer’s creativity and voice. In an email,
Stephanie stated, “Val, you are a blessing in my life. Regardless of how long it takes for
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me to get published, whether it is Redemption or one of my future manuscripts, I couldn’t
do it without you.”
The fourth section of the portfolio contains email communication between editor and a business client. This relationship is a long standing one; therefore, the email
communications reflect how dialogue between editor and writer changes as the writer’s
confidence has grown over time. It is a sampling of a back-and-forth email conversation
during the editing of a video script for a product. Note how the editorial relationship is
not so one-sided but reflects a more mature, creative partnership—a co-created voice.
The final section houses two sample articles from “The Editor’s Pub.” The Editor’s Pub is part of an ongoing, educational dialogue sent out to writers on The Exit 271
Studio’s email list. “The Editor’s Pub” is also a regular column in Exit 271: Your Georgia
Writers Resource. “No Info Dumping, Please!” first appeared in the Summeer issue and
is also the first in a series of emails sent out to new subscribers to The Exit 271 Studio’s
email list. At the time of this publication, “No Head Hopping, Baby” was only available
to email list subscribers. “The Editors Pub” is an ongoing effort to educate and engage
writers on the craft of revision. Indirectly, these articles help co-create the author’s voice.
The amalgamation of editorial comments, suggestions, in-text illustrations, email
correspondences, and editorial coaching act as a vessel where the author’s own personal voice can mature and grow, eventually residing in a refined, transformed, co-created
space for the author and reader to journey together.
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PORTFOLIO SECTION ONE:
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Valerie Mathews
Professors Guglielmo & Palmer
PRWR 6000
9 December 2013
My voice goes after what my eyes cannot reach,
With the twirl of my tongue, I encompass worlds and volumes of worlds.
Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself” Leaves of Grass

Voice as a Defiant Act: Skeleton Paper—Breathing Pen

My mother and I exchanged handwritten letters since I was a child just as her mother
and grandmothers had done before her. This epistolary practice, sometimes jubilant and
sometimes aggressive, functioned as expressive therapy; yet, it was so much more. Surely, looking back now, these youthful letters were the rough-and-tumble jungle gyms and
merry-go-rounds of a writer’s playground, the old haunt of my budding voice filled with
nooks, quirks, and visceral leanings.
It’s not clear when it happened, but my voice, with its chin-up spunk and spit,
caterwauled its way from pen to page. I question whether the dialogic nature of letter
writing created my voice or if it merely nurtured its development—similar to nurturing
a personality. This distinction between creation and development, in a sense, reflects the
nature versus nurture debate in the field of personality studies. Don’t get me wrong; I
don’t believe in such an overly simple binary argument. It is not an either/or. I recognize
how my voice was nurtured by writing letters and by immersion into the very speech
patterns around me, especially the speech patterns of my family with a rich writing history. Yet, I also strongly acknowledge that my writer voice, like my personality, is innate.

17

Bold statement, I suppose. Let me explain. To me, my writing voice signifies the way I
perceive the world, what I respond to favorably, and what I recoil from; thus, my voice is
very much like my personality. Like my personality, much of it began as a genetic disposition, perhaps. Letter writing brought out (or nurtured) these dispositions. Therefore, I do
not question the definition of voice as unique and highly individualistic. Equally, I do not
question if my voice is able to be nurtured and honed—it’s a transforming and evolving
thing. Such a vague word as thing to describe a powerful characteristic of my identity
may seem careless on my part. Rest assured, my reason lies in the fact that the very definition of voice is often elusive and hard to pin down.
On the one hand, I agree with much of what the dialogic theorists say on voice:
it is a product of our world. It is affected and inflicted, influenced and cultivated through
each other’s voices in dialogue, of which letter writing is one form. On the other hand,
I believe voice is like our individualistic natures: unabashedly unique. Dialogic voice
theorists believe that each of us is in dialogue with each other; consequently, no voice
rollicks onto the playground of a page alone—it brings playmates. A writer’s voice, in
essence then, is both an extension of voices that have come before, their conventions and
ways of thinking, and a genesis for new voices. My contention is that while writers share
conventions—dispositions if you will—with their communities and societies across eras
and oceans, at the same time, they defy them. It is through an act of defiance, a ruthless
bucking of conventions and patterns, that an author creates a unique, authentic voice.
Part one, titled “Voice as a Defiant Act,” will explore the definitions of voice in
three dimensions: individual, social, and dialogic. It will discuss the collective voices of
authors and will compare my voice to another author in my family. It will discuss the role
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of defiance in establishing authentic voice. Part one’s research inspired part two, titled
“Skeleton Paper—Breathing Pen.” Part two includes two works of visual poetry. Both
visual poems are evolving works in progress and give a glimpse into the way my mind
first stalked, grabbled with, and digested my research. Like the poet and author, Sherman Alexie, I, too, “think in poetry” (Alexie); and therefore, my research is best distilled
through the poem. Part two by no means consists of complete works of poetry but rather
fragments and musings of a poet thinking and playing with her own voice.

Part One: Voice as a Defiant Act

Definitions of voice abound. Voice has been typified either expressively as a personal
and individualistic experience or socially as an audience-based experience. Personal
Voice was a buzzphrase of the artists and writers of Romanticism. Romantics of the
1800s addressed their audiences personally, and this authentic, individualistic voice is
seen by many as all-American in contrast to the previous more social voices of Europe’s
Enlightenment. Beginning in America’s groovy sixties, the Expressionists brought the
authentic voice metaphor into composition classrooms. The idea of an author’s voice was
nearly a literal interpretation of the spoken voice. In “A Method for Teaching Writing,”
published in College English, Peter Elbow’s 1968 definition of written voice as the
“self revealed through the words on the page” (120) powered the machinery behind the
Expressionists’ voice metaphor. Similarly, in “Tone and Voice,” published in College
English, Taylor Stoehr, also in 1968, expressed the notion of voice as the author’s
character:
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Voice is the pervasive reflection, in written or spoken language, of an
author’s character, the marks by which we recognize his utterance as his.
There are as many possible voices as there are tones of voice, but a writer
has only one voice, and while he may modulate it with many tonalities, it
remains his idiosyncratic way of talking. (158, italics my own)

Perhaps it was the era. The nineteenth century’s Expressionist movement celebrated
strong individualistic artists as all-American heroes, such as the painter Jackson Pollock.
The painter was more important than the paint. Just as Mick Jagger of the Rolling Stones
sang, “It’s the singer, not the song,” so too did Expressionists proclaim the importance of
voice over content—voice as individual as Pollock’s or Jagger’s personal character. The
fifties and sixties expressionist ideas of rugged individualism set the stage for voice-based
pedagogy in America in the decades that followed.
Looking at voice as individual as personality, Peter Elbow states in his 1981 book,
Power in Writing, “Voice, in writing, implies words that capture the sound of an individual on the page” (287). He refers to the power of voice as juice and proclaims, “Juice
combines the qualities of magic potion, mother’s milk, and electricity” (286). This vagueness, like magic, is the very nature of what many old-school individual voice opponents
inscribe to the elusive voice. I want to agree with them, and largely, I do. But, perhaps, I
cleave to an old definition of voice because it makes me feel good—it coddles my need to
feel authentic and rebellious and boldly American. As a teenager, during the same time as
Elbow’s Writing with Power was published, I fell in love with the brave, defiant, individualistic voices of American authors—Walt Whitman, Jack Kerouac, Hunter S. Thompson. I
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believed in each of these voices as one of a kind—authentic, highly personal, and ruggedly
independent. Nonetheless, there is more than what meets the ear.
In the late eighties, voice research began its shift from an individualistic approach
to a social approach. I Hashimoto accused expressionists, like Peter Elbow, of promoting
vague notions of voice. She states in “Voice as Juice: Some Reservations about Evangelic
Composition” published in College Composition and Communication, “Indeed, because
the whole notion of ‘voice’ is so mystical and abstract, the term ‘voice’ may have become
nothing more than a vague phrase conjured up by English teachers to impress and motivate the masses to write more, confess more, and be happy” (76). James Harris in his
1997 book, A Teaching Subject: Composition since 1966, takes issue with the expressionist’s view of personal voice coming from within the person—as Elbow describes it, from
“a chest cavity unique in size and shape” (Writing with Power 281–82). Harris states that
instead of this image of voice—which many Americans with an inherited Western individualistic nature seem to adore (myself included)—a new image needs “to begin with
the idea that our culture speaks to us through many competing voices, among them those
of the home, school, neighborhood, and place of worship, of work and leisure, childhood
and parenting, youth and age, friendship and love, individualism and community, of nation, gender, class, and race,” (34) as well as those of our literary genres. In other words,
voice exists outside a writer. According to Harris, the individual voice of a writer comes
about through a struggle and establishes itself from “the stance [the author] takes toward
these other social codes and voices” (34).
Perhaps the American writers I fell in love with share a collective voice because
they took a stance against their eras. This co-construction of voice has powered and fur-
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ther shaped each author’s individual voices. James Britton and collaborators in “Shaping
at the Point of Utterance,” published in The Norton Book of Composition Studies, state
that when writers “come to write, what is delivered to the pen is in part already shaped,
stamped with the image of our own ways of perceiving” (Britton et. al. 463). I imagine
these ways of perceiving are partially controlled by the forces of an era that coalesce into
a collective voice—the familiar American voice I hear when I read my favorite authors of
my rebellious teeange years. Furthermore, their dialogue with each other’s texts helped
create the rugged, unapologetic American voice I perceived as individualistic.
In a sense, each subsequent author became the new voice of their predecessors’
works. By being readers, we edit a writer’s voice as we read, as we grabble with the
work’s intentions, purpose, and message. As humans we have a need to make sense of our
world, to share ourselves, and therefore, we co-create literary works into our own image
and likeness. In a sense, Emerson beget Whitman, Whitman beget Kerouac, Kerouac
beget Thompson—at once becoming individualistic as well as collective. We shape each
other’s voices by sharing ourselves. It’s a natural human need, and therefore, I continue
with Britton’s and his colleagues’ thoughts on shaping: “The intention to share, inherent in spontaneous utterance, sets up a demand for further shaping” (463). This need for
further shaping turns readers into writers. They do so by carrying remandants of other
voices under their “boot-soles” (Whitman “Song of Myself” 53) and stomping them onto
the page or perhaps more gently by reimagining the author’s work, molding it into his
or her own image and likeness. The author’s voice now becomes more of a collective
voice—and ever growing, evolving thing. Although each authentic voice may be plucked
out as belonging solely to one or the other, the collective voice is apparent or at least felt

22

in our reader’s bones in some way. That feeling is contagious, and the collective voice
booms louder as more artists jump into the movement. A strong American environment
with a tradition that exults the individual to dizzyingly great heights may be instrumental
in nurturing the American collective voice of Whitman and his future compatriots.
The collective voice, in my opinion, is influenced by what Patricia Bizzell calls
a discourse community. My three heroes (Whitman, Kerouac, and Thompson) belonged
to, or rather fathered, the Romantics, Beats, and Gonzo Journalists, respectively. Bizzell
states in “Cognition, Convention, and Certainty,” published in The Norton Book of Composition Studies, that a “community’s conventions will include instructions on a preferred form of the native tongue, a specialized vocabulary,” (488) or a way of imagining
thoughts into words. She goes on to say, “To some extent, the community’s conventions
can be inferred from analyzing the community’s texts” (488). Patricia Bizzell re-explains
Stanley Fish’s idea of an interpretive community as an interaction between the community and the material world that is “always an historical process, changing over time” (488).
To me, the interaction between a discourse community of writers, for instance the Beats,
and their world, including their readers, changes with the tick of a clock. In a sense, their
voices are in a dialogue with time—an ever-changing force affecting the interpretations
of their readers. Another closely related idea is the premise that every word affects every
other word. Word begets word. Text begets text. Writer begets writer. In essence, words,
texts, and writers are in dialogue across time with other words, texts, and writers—as
well as readers. Mikhail Bakhtin, a Russian philosopher and literary critic, (and his aficionados Prior and Tardy) believes that every word is influenced by every other word. In
his essay titled “Discourse and the Novel” (the 4th essay in The Dialogic Imaginations),
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he explains that a writer’s words, and hence his or her voice, is not isolated but “born in
dialogue” and “shaped in dialogic interaction” (Bakhtin 297). This shaping of voice by a
reader’s interpretations is a socio-historic action.
Pan to the new millennium: Voice pioneers today are engaged in studying the
social-historic aspect of voice: how writers, readers, and texts interact and co-construct
voice. Christine M. Tardy, in “Current Conception of Voice,” published in Stance and
Voice in Written Academic Genres, attempts to disentangle the many interpretations of
voice by outlining three broad dimensions: individualistic, social, and dialogic. Paul
Prior, in “Voices in Text, Mind, and Society: Sociohistoric Accounts of Discourse Acquisition and Use,” argues that voice is linked to social identities as well as personal identities. In other words, voice is simultaneously individualistic and social. Although theories
of voice that are dominantly individual or social often seem to be in a struggle with one
another, Prior does not see voice as either existing exclusively inside a writer (ruthlessly
individualistically constructed) or outside the writer (staunchly socially constructed);
instead, he witnesses language as “neither inside nor outside, but between people (in the
sense of flowing through and around them)” (11), what Tardy calls dialogic (34), a term
taken from the philosophy of Mikhail Bakhtin.
Prior and Tardy see voice as existing in a socio-historic, push-and-pull relationship between the author, readers, and texts. An author’s voice does not venture into the
wild west alone; it rides with a full posse. In other words, an author’s voice comes onto
the page co-constructed. On the one hand, I agree with much of what the dialogic theorists say on voice: it is a product of the author’s world, of other voices, and of the dialogue between history’s many texts and between readers and writer. The author’s voice
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stands in between the boundaries of the individual and the world, the inside and the
outside. In this borderland, my voice, perhaps, battles with the intrusive, overly populated
voices of others, and not only the voices of Whitman and Kerouac but also, more strongly, the voices of the authors that share my genes and family’s last names—mainly Adams
and Rives. I come from a strong tradition of writers and published authors, especially the
women. This fundamental historical and genetic link may very well be heard in my own
“barbaric yawp” (Whitman, “Song of Myself” 52).
How much of my family’s writing conventions and speech patterns influence
or nurture my pen? A quick comparison of my writing with one of my family members
reveals how our voices might be considered a collective voice, despite the span of time
and generation gap. First, let’s look at an excerpt from The Quick or The Dead? A Study,
written by famous, and sometimes infamous, Victorian author, Amélie Rives, the cousin
of my Great Great Grandfather Robert Green Rives, and published in 1888:

The shelving road, seamed with abrupt gullies, lay through murky fields
and stony hollows … in the glimpsing lightning, she saw scurrying trees
against suave autumn sky, like etchings on bluish paper; the dry, whitebrown grasses swirled about the horses’ feet in that windless rain; and after what thunderous fashion those horses pounded stableward! They hurled
through narrow gateways like stones from a catapult, rushed past ragged
trees whose boles seemed leaping to meet them, spun out large stones as
though they had been mere fallen leaves. (1)
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Upon first reading the opening page of my great great cousin Amélie’s 1888 novela, I
gasped, astounded by the similarities we shared—in style and voice. Immediately, the
strong images of nature (possessing the role of a character) and the powerful sense of
movement struck me as if I could have written it myself. She and I share many stylistic
traits, such as the use of alliteration and complex, additive style prose. Her last sentence
with its climatic triplet struck me as the most Valerie-like. This sentence rushes forward
with three strong past-tense active verbs (hurled, rushed, and spun) and several strong
nouns (gateways, catapult, boles, stones, and fallen leaves). There is a special rhythm in
triplets, especially climatic triplets. Amélie arranged her series in the order of increasing
scope, building to a climax, leaving the reader with the arresting image of hoves kicking
out stones like mere leaves. Furthermore, Amélie’s content is similar to mine: nature,
horses, travel. Let’s look at one of my writing examples. Here is an excerpt from a piece I
am working on that seems to share Amélie’s voice but was written 125 years later:

Engulfed in the golden mist of the afternoon, bare backs bent under the
high sun. Slick and dark, working without lifting, their strong shoulders
blazed in the heat with sweat beads visible from my loft in the front seat
of the eighteen-wheeler. Red dirt and yellow pollen rollicked across the
Georgia country road. Lifting after a sudden start, like horses spooked by
coyotes, the dust swept up in a sudden push, rushed past the moist backs,
charged in a direct route toward me and the big rig. I jammed my pocket
knife into the half-moon watermelon and lurched forward to grab the cab’s
door. The wind hurled past me, scuttled through the cab, spinning out
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leaves and debris into the air. Quieting down, the dust and pollen settled
across my bare legs and nuzzled my tangled hair. The rest of the afternoon,
the wind left nothing but heat. (2)

Stylistically, my great great cousin and I share many similarities: alliterations, such as
Amélie’s “white-brown grasses swirled about the horses’ feet in that windless rain” and
my “a sudden start, like horses spooked by coyotes”; similar active verb choices, such as
hurled/hurling, spun/spin, and rushed; and a similar use of the climatic series and additive
style in our sentence structures. There is something more, however, than just style and
content that binds our writing together. It is something that I cannot quite put my finger
on, but I can sense it; it resonates through my bones. Is it voice?
My voice may have been nurtured through a family tradition of letter writing, and
so, too, possibly, was my cousin Emélie’s voice. My childhood’s epistolary practice was
thick with family tradition; nearly all of the members of my family, from each generation, write or wrote letters. It seems that letter writing by its very nature, brings together
the individual and social dimensions into a dialogic interaction. Surely, the letter-writing
genre influenced my pen strokes (and the pen strokes of my ancestors). Elaine Fredericksen, in “Letter Writing in the College Classroom” published in Teaching English in
Two-Year Colleges, opened my eyes to the realization that epistolary practice helps “to
develop a written voice that is natural rather than affected” (278). Possibly, letter writing
helped to develop a familiar voice among my family members for generations. Since my
family came to America in the mid 1600s, we have written letters and, therefore, honed
our voices. My Great Uncle, Judge Henry William Rives, wrote one of our famous family
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letters. The letter, dated 18 September 1899 was addressed to his children and told a wellknown family story about my Great Great Grandmother Lucy (married to Robert Green
Rives) and her visions. The letter, which my Great Uncle typed, lasted for six pages and
read like a mini-Dickens novel. Our storytelling tradition and, seemingly, our voice has
been passed down from one generation to the next.
In that case, my family’s voices, in a sense, could be considered a collective. Our
histories, traditions, conventions, speech patterns, worldviews, and storytelling make-up
what Prior calls a socio-historic relationship. Our collective, dialogic voice is recognizable
as an Adams or a Rives. It is similar to our collective personality: That’s an Adams’s girl. A
strong recurring family environment and letter writing tradition may have been instrumental in nurturing our collective voice. This collective utterance rings of Mikhail M. Bakhtin.
“Every utterance participates in the ‘unitary language,’” Bakhtin states, “and at the same
time partakes of social and historical heteroglossia” (272)—the presence of two or more
voices or expressed viewpoints in a text or artistic piece. In other words, Bakhtin, and his
aficionados Prior and Tardy, believe that every word is influenced by every other word.
My contention, nevertheless, is that while writers may share conventions with
their families, communities, and societies, they, at the same time, can cut loose the strings
and challenge these conventions. As I have previously stated, it is through the act of defiance that an author creates an unique, authentic voice. James Harris hinted at this defiance by purporting that the voice of a writer comes about from the struggle to appropriate
or control the outer voices and social codes. I take a stand and say voice comes about
through the stance we take against these inner voices and conventions. All three of my favorite authors (Whitman, Kerouac, and Thompson) were controversial; they took a stance.
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Another strong American voice that bucked conventions but at the same time
lived within them is Emily Dickinson. Even though she is not one of the rugged American voices I swooned over as a teenager, I recognize in her writing, at times, the sound of
my own voice and the voice of other female poets in my family. Dickinson’s writing, like
my family’s writing, has a rich history of epistolary practice—letter writing—as well as a
rich history of defiance of the genre’s conventions. William Merrill Decker, in “A Letter Always Seemed to Me Like Immortality: Emily Dickinson” published in Epistolary
Practices: Letter Writing in America Before Telecommunications, notes that Dickinson’s
letters emphasize theme and pattern—what would become part of her highly-distinguished voice. Decker explores how her letter writing keeps house with 18th century’s
conventions while at the same time defies them—creating a voice uniquely her own. He
explores how the very conventions of genre and society norms enabled Emily Dickinson’s striking “performances” (147). Although one of her earliest letters, when she was
twelve-years-old, exemplified conventional practices, it also forecast her unique course as
a writer formally and thematically. These themes and practices represent a strong aspect
of Dickinson’s voice.
The Dickinson’s youthful correspondence is similar to my own childhood letter
writing—an obligatory genre for the both of us, perhaps. Like my own young letters, her
childhood letters seem similar to free writing exercises, with an additive style and little
punctuation. I feel confident to say that Peter Elbow would agree that freewriting in letters is a way to nurture voice. Through Dickinson’s youthful letter writing, she (like me)
was not afraid to risk complicated thoughts and feelings, not afraid to risk half-understood ideas, not afraid to risk “language that [had] the resonance that comes from being
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close to the bone” (Elbow, Writing with Power xix). Like mine, Dickinson’s early epistolary practice seemed to allow her voice to find solid ground. Directly using the conventions of the female epistolary genre and, at the same time, defiantly pushing against those
conventions, Emily Dickinson defined her voice with power.
In The Authentic Voice, a textbook first published in 1972, Donald Stewart explains how the authentic voice finds power apart from others:

The development of an authentic voice is a natural consequence of
self-discovery. As you begin to find out who you are and what you think
and to be comfortable with the person you are, you learn to trust your own
voice in your writing. Very simply, authorial voice is that manner of telling
a story [that] differentiates one writer from another … Your authentic
voice is that authorial voice which sets you apart from every living human
being despite the common or shared experiences you have with many
others. (2)

Dickinson alludes to this authorial voice apart from every living human being in Poem
441: “This is my letter to the World/ That never wrote to Me—/ The simple News that
Nature told—With tender majesty/ Her Message is committed/ To Hands I cannot see—/
For love of Her—Sweet-countrymen—/ Judge tenderly of Me” (qtd. in Decker 153-4).
Decker offers a translation that differs from mine own. “‘My letter,’” he explains, “no
matter how much it becomes mine, derives from sources outside of me and ends by
residing with readers who at once lay claim to my letter and judge the ‘me’ whom their
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claiming voids” (154). His interpretation falls into line with the social and socio-historic
viewpoint on voice. My translation is that “the World” is other people’s voices and their
conventions. The World never wrote her, and therefore, she never wrote with its words.
Nature is separate from the World and is perhaps the poet herself by the end of the poem.
I see Decker’s side, but I view the poem as a claim for authentic, individualistic voice.
In “The Rise of a Metaphor: ‘Voice’ in Composition Pedagogy” in Rhetoric
Review, Darsie Bowden considers the authentic voice paradigm as problematic. She
argues that even using the voice metaphor rouses and quickens the pervasive but misleading belief that words, stories, and ideas spring forth from the individual, the creative
genius, thereby obscuring the significance of relationships between cultural voices and
the relationships between texts in the creative act of writing (185). Although I recognize
the importance of intertexuality and cultural interchange as influences on word choices,
sentence structures, and narration of content in my own writing, social co-constructionists
have yet to convince me that my voice is not solely my own. Just as my personality and
speech patterns can be isolated and categorized as Oh, she’s definitely an Adams, they
as a whole can also be proclaimed, either with delight or exasperation, as Oh, that is so
Valerie. This belief in no way relegates the importance of the other voices that Prior says
flows through and around writers. Nevertheless, I can declare, in the same way pilots can
proclaim, I have the final say and authority as to the operation of my craft. My writing
may have been nurtured by my family’s rich writing tradition, including an obligatory
epistolary practice, and by the rugged American voices I adored in my youth, yet my pen
moves on my command—words are transformed into my own as they stand in defiance of
all that has nurtured my writer’s soul. My voice—while it exists in the space between pen
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and paper, the space before the sharp-edged page—is mine, a conglomeration of all my
choices.
If language is dialogic (rather than strictly monological) and “overpopulated with
the intentions of others” (Bakhtin 294), then my writing occurs within a hostile linguistic environment as soon as it moves from pen to paper. Yet, even Bakhtin admits, “Not
all words for just anyone submit equally easily to this seizure and transformation into
private property: many words stubbornly resist, others remain alien, sound foreign in the
mouth of the one who appropriated them and who now speaks them” (293-94). Based on
his words, I contend, then, that my words, which have submitted to my seizure and have
transformed into my private property, have (within me) formed into my very own recognizable, individualistic voice. I do recognize, though, that I have come to know my own
language, my own voice, as it is perceived in the language of others—others being my
readers, my family, my culture, and the marginalia or intertexuality of my own writing.
The individual written voice “lives … on the boundary” (Bakhtin 282) between its own
contexts and those of others.
My voice, uniquely mine at creation, is relinquished to my readers and forever
transformed into a world I never imagined. This unimagined world created by my readers
is what made me fire back frustrated and wild letters to my mother when I felt she had
projected her voice and experience on to my words. I felt at once misunderstood as well
as angry in having to share a voice (so to speak). As clear as writers try to be, their readers will reconstruct their words. As authentic as authors speak, their readers will co-construct their voices. My yawp may be simultaneously individualistic and social, a product
of the in and the out, in other words, dialogic. Still, I contend that my voice, when it first
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breathes onto paper, is my own. Yet, I recognize that the history of voices have—just as
my genes have—indelibly influenced my pen strokes. Alas, I stand humbled in the knowing that my voice, albeit its own entity, is forever and all at once finalized but unfinalizable, formed but formless, solid but fluid, and encompassing “worlds and volumes of
worlds” (Whitman, “Song of Myself” 52). Therefore, as Bakhtin and Whitman would
probably take delight in me saying, my yawp resists theoretical explanations and often
struts off, delightfully defiant.
Defiance brings our conversation back to the nature versus nurture debate. This
discussion is similar to the structure versus agency debate on shaping human behavior.
Structure—like writing conventions, family speech patterns, other barbaric yawps—can
limit or inspire our voices; yet, agency gives autonomy to the author’s voice. Through defiance, an author acts independently. His authentic voice, a “barbaric yawp over the roofs
of the world” (Walt Whitman “Song of Myself” 52), acts as an individual agent, constructing his world. Modern social theorists (Elberlee; Berger; Luckmann), similar to the
modern dialogic theorists (Prior; Tardy), attempt to offer balance between the two forces: Nature versus Nurture. Agency versus Structure. Individual versus Collective. Parts
versus the Whole. Personal versus Social. I agree that these opposite sides of the coin are
complementary in an open system. Humans, as actors, are socialized into the institutions
of culture, spoken language, and the written word. These worlds constrain and enable us,
shape and speak through us. Even so, we are the creators of these worlds. Peter L. Berger
and Thomas Luckmann in Social Construction of Reality recognized the dialectical relationship between structure and agency. Thomas Elberlee explains their thinking in “Social
Psychology and the Sociology of Knowledge” published in Revista de Psicologia Social:
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Subjective worlds cannot be detached from the social processes in which
they are constructed, communicated and sustained; features and properties
of individuals cannot be observed and conceived of without investigating
the labeling processes by which they are attributed; and personal identities
may not be separated from the social structure of a given society in which
they are constituted. (5)

Reality is socially constructed (Elberlee 2). In other words, the world creates the
individuals who create the world. The relationship exists in a continuous loop. This loop,
although at times may seem to be a noose, is not a closed system as in the language systems of bees, birds, or bunnies, but rather an open system. The circuit of human language
is a system of infinite number of expressible things—of ruggedly individualistic and
defiant voices.

Part Two: Skeleton Paper—Breathing Pen

The second half of this paper includes two poetic works—different in audience, style and
graphic artistic representation: “Before the Sharp Edge” and “Other Horses.” Both poems, still in draft form, show an additive style, which reflects the idea of an individualistic voice while also acknowledging social and familial influences on that authentic voice.
Both poems experiment with the visual display of poetry on the page utilizing white
space to represent the metaphorical space between an author’s individual voice and other’s voices. Furthermore, “Other Horses” uses academic quotes as part of its white space
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to visibly show a poem attempting to break free from voice pioneers theoretical explanations that threaten to corrall and define its voice. Both poems are part of larger works that
were begun during graduate school. They are works, or rather, voices in progress.
The word poetry is derived from poësis, an ancient Greek word that means “to
make,” which I interpret to mean the making of art. The making of these two visual poems
move beyond the mere verse, rhythm, and alliterations of words grouped into stanzas. I
experimented with the space of the poem to create a more open field for poetic possibility.
With each visual poem, the words of the poem itself, the words surrounding and framing
the poem, and the physical shape or graphic visual arrangement of the poem on the page
combine in a push-and-pull relationship in an artistic space. The poem’s meaning cannot
exist in isolation; its meaning exists within the space from which it is contained. In other
words, these poems do not trot on o the page as a lone rider, they show up with a global
herd in toe.
While all the poems were inspired by the research conducted during writing the
academic section, “Before the Sharp Edge” was partially inspired by a 2007 poem of
mine called “We Brought Our Mothers,” first published in The Story (eighth edition,
volume six, Atlanta, Georgia). “We Brought Our Mothers” was inspired by Joy Harjo’s
poetic style in “She Had Some Horses.” Furthermore, Joy Harjo’s “She Had Some Horses” influenced “Other Horses.”
Each creative piece is located on its own separate page. Where quotes were incorporated into the actual poems, I created citations.
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[Before the Sharp Edge]
Before the Sharp Edge—
				
I brought my mother’s letters to the writing table, and the
letters before my mother’s, and the letters before hers. I brought their words. I brought
their voices. I brought their whispers in my rib cage, wound tight around my heart. I
brought their style like bones to cradle my creations—
This is It,
				
my voice, speaking here in this place, a vast space between
the pen and the sharp-edged page, where family letters are tossed like bones, like sorties
casted from a soothsayer’s hands. These bones I can wear. They feel good like hand-medown slacks, soft, worn in, familiar, comfortable. They are my bones now.
This is It,
				
				
my voice, churning “worlds and volumes of worlds”1 into
juice—a mix of “magic potion, mother’s milk, and electricity”2—shouting over the roofs
of the world, “It’s the singer, not the song!”3 Verbs hurling through absolute phrases as if
“stones from a catapult,”4 rushing onto participle phrases leaping to meet them, leaving
nothing but my authentic voice to filter and fibre your blood,5 to argue over in academic
classrooms.
This is It,
				
my voice, free floating, on the wing, untethered—a runaway
from a good family name of writers—just emerging but fully formed, silent but talking, a
foot off the ground but grounded, my voice, a living entity in the space before pen touches
the sharp edge of the page, not expressed in one simple subordinating sentence but as a
thousand possibilities. What other way is there to speak?
Before the Sharp Edge—
				
				
I brought my mother’s letters to the writing table, and the
letters before my mother’s, and the letters before hers. I brought their narrow gateways.
I brought their spooked horses. I brought their echoes in my vocal chords, words seized
from their “chest cavities unique in size and shape.”6 I brought their worlds and volumes of
worlds, churning them in my head, my writer’s mind like a galactic witch’s cauldron—

1 Whitman, Walt. “Song of Myself.” Leaves of Grass. New York: New American Library, 1980. 52. Print.
2 Elbow, Peter. “A Method for Teaching Writing.” College English. 30.2 (Nov. 1968): 115-25.
3 Jagger, Mick and Keith Richards. “It’s the Singer, Not the Song.” December’s Children (And Everybody’s). The Rolling Stones.
London Records, 1965. LP.
4 Rives, Amélie. The Quick or The Dead? A Study Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1988. Print.
5 Whitman, Walt. “Song of Myself.” Leaves of Grass. New York: New American Library, 1980. 52. Print.
6 Elbow, Peter. Writing with Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process. 2nd Edition. New York: Oxford UP, 1998. Print.
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“I like to call this power juice. The metaphor comes to me again
because I’ trying to get at something mysterious and hard
combines the qualities of magic potion, mother’s milk,
(Elbow, Writing with Power 286). “The dean authentic voice is a natural consequence of
covery. As you begin to find out who you
what you think and to be comfortable
the person you are, you learn
trust your own voice in your
writing. Very simply,
authorial voice is
that manner
of telling
a

marks
There are
but a writer
many tonali-

and again. I suppose,
to define. ‘Juice’
and electricity”
velopment of
self-disare and
with
to

story
[that]
differentiates
one writer from another...” (Steward 2).
“Voice is the pervasive reflection, in written or spoken language, of an author's character, the
by which we recognize his utterance as his.
as many possible voices as there are tones of voice,
has only one voice, and while he may modulate it with
ties, it remains his idiosyncratic way of talking” (Stoehr
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Part Three: Self-Reflection and Analysis

In preparing for this research project, I have been reading works by my family members
from the 1800s to today—cousins, great uncles, grandmothers. I have read many of their
published poems and novels, as well as the letters they wrote each other. While reading
their letters, I came to a deeper understanding of my position (and obligation) in a rich
family history of published writers that also have a strong tradition of epistolary practice. I speculated if our strong family environment and writing tradition might have been
instrumental in nurturing our collective voice. If so, then, I questioned how individualistic is my individualistic voice. With these questions in mind, I began researching what
theorists have been saying about voice.
The research conducted was used for both the academic piece and the creative
piece. For the academic piece, the authorities in the field were used to clarify definitions
and present movements and ideas, as well as to add credibility to my voice, situating
my voice in the larger conversation. In the creative piece, unlike the academic portion,
the voice pedagogues were there not so much to give credibility to my voice but more
to offer a canvas. The juxtaposed quotes, white space, and the poem interact in a visual
display of a push-pull relationship, or what’s referred to in post-modern theory as attraction-repulsion. The quotes themselves act as the backdrop on which to build a poem.
The audience of the academic piece could be the creative writing instructor
interested in helping students find their voices or a budding author wondering about the
history of voice theory. The academic portion uses formal rhetorical grammar choices
(hedging, adverbials, and subordination) juxtaposed with snappy active verbs and pop
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references to give more of a modern, conversational tone. Part two of the project contains
visual poetry pieces that narrate my own story of voice. The audience could possibly be
the student trying to find his voice amongst the din of others, the hopeful author unsure
of his own voice, and the academic looking for engaging ways to introduce voice in
a classroom. The poetry contains some of the hallmarks of my voice (strong imagery,
movement, alliteration). Unlike the academic piece, the poems do not seek to clarify
or nail down answers with formal language. Instead, they allow the ethereal concept of
voice to be “the magic potion” through strong imagery and rhythm, carrying the readers
along on a ride rather than delivering them to a destination. In this self-reflective essay, I
will discuss these style choices. The reflection will concentrate heavily on the poetry section since the very nature of poetry calls for heavy analysis of choices, heavy on thought
rather than closure.
The words sharp edge in the poem “Before the Sharp Edge” directly refers to
paper, the printed page. Indirectly, it refers to the confinement of a writer’s voice on the
page. The word sharp expresses the boundaries, the prison guard’s sword (so to speak),
that limit the writer’s voice once it is confined to the printed page. It also expresses the
vulnerable position a writer faces before the reader’s translation. The word before in the
poem’s title refers to the time before the author commits ink to paper, the time or space
when his voice is his own and not confined, translated, or remixed by readers. This time
before confinement is addressed in the academic piece using the same words: “My voice
while it exists in the space between pen and paper—the space before the sharp-edged
page—is mine” (35). It is interesting to note, however, that this sentence was added to
the academic paper after the poems were written, not before. It was not a sentence that
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arrived on my tongue while my mind was in academic mode. My mode of writing with
this sentence was more reflective, more poetic. It has a lyrical quality to it and uses the
alliteration of the sounds /s/ and /p/. The popping /p/ sound contributes to the feel of separation—of space. Consciously, I don’t think about writing lyrically or with alliteration; it
just happens when my mind is in that poet mode. Only during revision do I consciously
think about these tropes.
In my academic mode, I wrote about this confinement again but in a more direct way: “Structure—like writing conventions, family speech patterns, other barbaric
yawps—can limit or inspire our voices” (32). Here, the confining space, although referred
to in academic terms, is described in a climatic triplet—a hallmark of my writing style in
poetry and prose. In my poetry, the phrase “sharp-edged page” alludes to the academic
terms of structure, conventions, and speech patterns. Interesting, though, how concrete
ideas are alluded to, occasionally, in the academic piece as well. In fact, the above quoted
sentence alludes to the “other voices” (specifically Walt Whitman) talked about by social
theorists with the phrase “other barbarbic yawps,” in this case Walt Whitman. Unlike the
poetry, the academic piece explains meanings and relationships. In the first poem, the
words “before the sharp edge of the page” are used to describe the authentic, individual
voice before it mixes with social voices—before becoming what Mikhail Bakhtin and
Christian M. Tardy called dialogic. While the academic piece does most of the work for
the reader, the poetic piece requires the reader to unpack it.
The creative pieces are written in an additive style. The additive style is common in drafts of my creative work. Sometimes they get revised out; sometimes they get
refined. In the academic portion, the style normally incorporated subordinating style. For
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instance, in the following sentence several aspects are subordinated by the main clause:

My contention is that while writers share conventions—dispositions if you
will—with their communities and societies across eras and oceans, at the
same time, they can defy them. (17)

The main clause is “My contention is that while writers share conventions, they can defy
them.” The phrase set off by dashes is a code gloss. The rest could be considered commentary and nonrestrictive information. In contrast, here is an excerpt from my semiprose poem “Before the Sharp Edge”:
This is It,
				
my voice, speaking here in this place, a vast
space between the pen and the sharp-edged page, where family letters are
tossed like bones, like sorties casted from a soothsayer’s hands. These
bones I can wear. They feel good like hand-me-down slacks, soft, worn in,
familiar, comfortable. They are my bones now. (35)
Like I said, the poetic prose style is additive, each word or phrase is equally important
as the one before and the one after. Nevertheless, the subordinating style, which I often
use in the academic writing, is here as well—but in disguise. “This is It” subordinates the
next five lines. It does so by being italicized, placed on its on line, and having the word It
capitalized. Furthermore, it proclaims its authority over the remaining lines by surrounding itself with white space and therefore isolating itself from the rest of the lines—like
a queen on her throne. Furthermore, This is a broad reference. This rhetorical move can
work well in poetry. In fact, Emily Dickinson’s poem quoted on page ten uses a broad
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reference: “This is my letter to the World.” For poets, it is a common move. But, it is best
avoided in more academic writing to prevent confusion.
The following academic excerpt incorporates hedging (perhaps), uses correlative
conjunctions (not only—but also), and creates cohesion with the known-new dynamic
(boundaries—borderlands):

The author’s voice stands in between the boundaries of the individual
and the world, the inside and the outside. In this borderland, my voice,
perhaps, battles with the intrusive, overly populated voices of others, and
not only the voices of Whitman and Kerouac but also, more strongly, the
voices of the authors that share my genes and family’s last names—mainly
Adams and Rives. (23-24)

The hedge word perhaps was used to show my readers that I don’t claim to know with
any certainty what is happening with my voice or anyone else’s voice. I used the knownnew contract to set up the readers expectations. The known-new contract orders information, “with the known information coming first, generally in the subject position, followed by the new information—the reason for the sentence— in the predicate, where the
main emphasis of the sentence naturally occurs” (Kolln 87). The use of a demonstrative
pronoun this with its antecedent creates a strong cohesive tie and avoids the broad reference pitfall when using a demonstrative pronoun. As with much of the academic piece,
parts of sentences are foregrounded and parts are backgrounded.
It is rare to find conjunctive adverbs or transitional phrases in my poetry. I sel-
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dom, if ever, use however or therefore in creative writing. Nevertheless, I would consider
using the word albeit in a poem because of its intriguing sound and sense of age. It is
worth noting that when I used albeit in the academic piece, the sentence had a poetic flair:

Alas, I stand humbled in the knowing that my voice, albeit its own entity,
is forever and all at once finalized but unfinalizable, formed but formless,
solid but fluid, and encompassing “worlds and volumes of worlds” (Whitman, “Song of Myself” 52). Therefore, as Bakhtin as well as Whitman
would probably take delight in me saying, my yawp resists theoretical
explanations and often struts off, delightfully defiant. (32)

I placed albeit after my voice in order to add emphasis to those words, which created better cohesion in the next sentence since its subject is my yawp. A more informal or modern
word could have been used. However, albiet was chosen for its interesting sound and
because it fit well with the tone of the sentence.
Next, I compared the above quoted academic lines to the visual poem “Other
Horses.” First, let’s look at the poem itself before reflecting on the whole visual piece.

I stole horses who cut their bones, crumbled like dirt,
their youth lost across old, yellowed paper
passed down like hand-me-down skirts. (36)

Again, an additive style is used—no one phrase is more important than another. Alliteration is evident with the sharp /c/ sound: cut, crumbled, across, skirts. Other additive lines
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in the poem alliterate, such as horses, fierce breasted beasts, and delicious.
The most significant word choices in “Other Horses” are the verb stole and the
noun horses. These two words require some unpacking. They are the heavy lifters in this
poem. The verb stole references the socio-historic and dialogic perspective on voice.
There’s an old saying among artists: Good artists borrow. Great artists steal. It reflects
Tardy’s and Prior’s ideas on voice while covertly satirizing them. For me, the noun horses
conjures the Wild West: Jesse James, Annie Oakley, Crazy Horse, Geronimo, and specifically Lozen. Lozen was a mighty Apache female warrior, her illustrious name awarded
after a successful raid. It translates as “Dexterous Horse Thief” (Aleshire 83). Thus, the
connection, at least for me. Like many Anericans, the Wild West embodies the expressionistic view of an author’s personal voice as independent from all others.1
More important than phrasing and word choice in “Other Horses” is, again, the
space the poem occupies. Although “Other Horses” is written in an additive style, its
placement on the page creates a subordinating aspect, similar to the “Before the Sharp
Edge.” A reader may visualize the poem falling off or rising up from the page, as if trying
to break free of the confinement of the page or academic discourse; in this sense, the
poem’s surrounding space plays the role of subordinator similar to many of my academic
sentences. Another reader may see the visual poem, its white space careening out to the
edges, as a symbol of it’s rebellion against such subordination.
In “Other Horses,” the poem itself is in a theoretical conversation with academia,
voice pedagogues, Walt Whitman, Jack Kerouac, and my family. This poem is a state-

1. Note the use of the Know-New Contract through out most of the paragraph. This sentence structure is
something I will explore in my own poetry.
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ment, a defiant finger up at the very conventions and genres that attempt to define voice—
while at the same time, embracing these conventions and genres. The voice theorists
chosen were all expressionists and, in a sense, their quotes lend authority to the poets
belief (or wanting to believe) that her voice is her own. Yet, the poems blatantly admit to
thievery, alluding to the social and dialogic theories of voice. The visual poem represents
the push-pull relationship of the three dimensions of voice, a linguistic battle.
Note also that very little regarding the shape of the poem and the space of its
container was left to chance. The poem “Other Horses” displaces the pedagolocial quotes
in a visual way that shows tension, gives a feeling of escape or struggle. Furthermore, the
white space was purposely arranged so that the colored quotes, disrupted and fragmented, on the right side spelled out “The self-discovery as voice, story, pervasive marks by
which it talking. Voice is that.” (It sounds like the voice of Yoda in Star Wars.)
At times, both the academic writing and the visual poetry have similarities—allusion, alliteration, climatic triplet, series without the ending comma (asyndeton), absolute
and participle phrases, and other rhetorical choices that are hallmarks of my voice.
I purposefully add absolute phrases and participle phrases to my academic work,
but I unconsciously use them as modifiers in my creative writing, adding a close up view
or focusing on a detail like a filmaker’s camera. I wasn’t aware that I made these rhetorical moves, however, until a fellow graduate student pointed the obvious out to me. The
following two examples illustrate these rhetorical moves in my academic writing:

Another reader may see the visual poem, its white space careening out to
the edges, as a symbol of it’s rebellion against such subordination. (43)
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Surely, looking back now, these youthful letters were the rough-and-tumble
jungle gyms and merry-go-rounds of a writer’s playground, the old haunt of
my budding voice filled with nooks, quirks, and visceral leanings. (16)

In both genres, academic and creative, my writing incorporates strong active
verbs. “Before the Sharp Edge” uses churn, hurl, floats, seized, and howled. “Other
Horses” uses hurled, cut, crumbled, burned, and shook. Strong active verbs are common
in my creative works. It’s a habit. These strong verbs give readers a sense of movement,
and when used with sensory details, readers are transported into an visceral experience.
In academic work, I seldom use sensory details, but I do go back and find intriquing and
fresh active verbs and nouns to create that visceral experience for readers. For instance,
the following clip from the research portion uses the unsual active verb caterwauled, as
well as the fun, non-academic nouns spunk and spit:

It’s not clear when it happened, but my voice, with its chin-up spunk and
spit, caterwauled its way from pen to page. (16)

This project has heightened my awareness of my stylistic choices and other voices
across genres. It gave me the insight to make purposeful rhetorical moves, and, more
importantly, to resist confining style and voice to cages; instead, let them co-mingle.
Although I still stake my claim to my own barbaric yawp, I acknowledge all the
competing voices, across genres and generations, that have come together to co-create my
voice, making it wildly individualistic and defiantly my own.
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Editorial Write-Up: Poetry Submission
Editorial write-up for two poems by two-time Georgia Author of the Year (GAYA) Winner, Dr. Robert C. Covel, for Exit 271: Your Georgia Writers Resource, a digital literary
magazine sponsored by the Georgia Writers Association.

GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Poetry Submissions, Dr. Robert C. Covel
14 messages

GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Sat, Feb 27, 2016 at 1:00 PM

Hello, Robert.
We love your poems, “Singularity” and “Intimations of Mortality.” We want to publish
them in our upcoming Spring/Summer issue. We are intrigued by the clinical perspective
among the familiar concept of loss. The use of medical jargon adds an interesting component to your work. You have a way of taking something clinical and sterile and making it
close and personal. We do have a few revisions and suggestions that we would like to see
made before we publish.
“Singularity” is a sweet love story within a story. We offer the following suggestions:
1. We suggest combining stanza one with two and combining stanza three with four.
Structurally, they seem more complete when placed together.
2. We suggest removing “Peering into uncomprehending depths” to avoid redundancy. The next line clearly illustrates the vastness of his thoughts and how deeply he is
“searching.”
3. In the third stanza, consider playing with the line “across the space that separated
them.” We feel like it’s a missed opportunity for a deep emotional impact. Perhaps
there can be a stronger image here. Furthermore, the line above it, “fueled by fusion,”
is so short that it looks awkward sandwiched between the two long lines. Play with it.
4. We strongly suggest removing unnecessary words, such as “had,” “at,” and “that,” when
possible. Be mindful of too many prepositions. For instance, there are three lines in
the 4th stanza that use “of.” If repetition is the intention, consider tweaking the way it
is used so that it flows in a more purposeful way.
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5. Be careful of switching back and forth between “the” and “a.” Try to stick with one if
possible.
6. The last stanza may need to be tightened a little bit. Play around with it. As an example, we tightened it to show what we are looking for. It’s just a suggestion. You do your
own thing!
He hovers, helpless
at the edge of the edge,
an event horizon—
her pupils stark darkness,
a profound eternal Night.
Regardless of how the ending is reworked, we believe placing “her pupils stark darkness”
immediately before “a profound eternal Night” will deliver a more satisfying sense of closure to our readers. But it is up to you!
For “Intimations of Mortality,” we suggest the following edits:
1. How much are you married to the following lines: “Patient and caretaker, / both impatient for a return to the routine”? We strongly suggest cutting these lines in order to
keep the reader in the flow of the list. Also, and more importantly, don't let us know
that there is a couple (the patient and caretaker) at this point. Wait to tell us. Then,
sock it to us at the end of the second to last stanza. Here’s our thinking on this suggestion: If all references to the couple are taken out until that second to last stanza when
the narrator says “I watch,” then the poem becomes much more powerful. Waiting to
the end to reveal that the narrator is the caregiver makes the poem more suspenseful
and the final impact more emotional.
2. Also, taking out the hospital words (doctor, nurses, therapists, hospital) will make it
less predictable by showing us the hospital instead of telling us. Show don’t tell. For
instance, “the furnishings: hospital bed” could be changed to “the furnishings: one
bed.” It is already implied that the setting is a hospital because of all the contextual
clues. Showing us that it’s a hospital is far more powerful than telling us it’s a hospital.
Another example: Instead of “the patient poked, prodded, stuck, and medicated,” try
“poked, prodded, and stuck.”
3. For your first line, we believe separating it into two lines will give the poem an opening punch. Consider removing the preposition “with” and placing an em-dash after
“fusion,” like so:
Spinal procedure,
laminectomy,
fusion—L4 and L5,
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We’re curious about why there wasn’t an “L” in front of the “5.” Is it a matter of rhythm?
Play around with it. Consider what it would look like and sound like with or without the L.
4. Rather than using the passive “to be,” consider finding a strong, active verb in the line
“At night to sleep, perchance to be disturbed.” Play with it.
5. Take note how the poems often go back and forth with articles (a, an, the), particularly
in your last stanza of “Intimation of Mortality.” Cut articles where you can. Try to be as
consistent as possible (not that the poem has to only use “the” or only use “a”). Just be
mindful of which one you are using and why.
6. To make an impact, the line “attached to oxygen and monitors” could be moved up
and this stanza could be tightened a bit. To illustrate what we mean, consider the
following:
Stretched, attached to a rack,
hooked to tubes and monitors,
poked, prodded, and stuck,
impaled by needles, IV drip,
while a clipboard-bearing pilgrim,
attends to the mystery of numbers
So, tighten down the hatches, clean out unnecessary words, and show instead of tell. We
feel these suggestions will solidify that natural flow of your poetic voice and give it more
power. Play with it! And above all, have fun.
We know that this is a lot to take in. But we wouldn’t be telling you all of this if we didn’t
admire your poems and your voice. If you have any questions or concerns, shoot us an
email. Please email your revised work to editor@georgiawriters.org by not later than April
30.
We really appreciate that you shared these wonderful pieces with us, Robert. Thank you
for letting us into your creative world. We look forward to working with you now and in
the future.
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
Exit 271: Your Georgia Writers Resource
Georgia Writers Association
www.georgiawriters.org
www.exit271.com
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“Singularity” by Dr. Robert C. Covel: First Edits
The editors of Exit 271: Your Georgia Writers Resource and I met to discuss all the
poems accepted for possible publication. For both of Covel’s poems, any pertinent
comments from me and my team members are listed in the opening paragraph in green
text. What follows are my intext edits and comments. Occassionally, another editor will
comment. These edits and comments were for the team’s eyes only and were not sent to
the poet. The poet received a detail write-up instead. However, they have since been published as part of an exhibition by the University of West Georgia’s Special Collections.
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“Intimation of Morality” by Dr. Robert C. Covel: First Edits
Any in-text comment that is extra long is marked with a number in a white box and the
comment is posted on the following page in its entirety. These in-text edits and comments
were also published as part of an exhibition by the University of West Georgia’s Special
Collections.

1st In-text Edits
Intimations of Mortality
Robert Covel
During our discussion, Katie mentioned that this poem was through the eyes of a doctor, but I
believe it is through the eyes of the patient’s wife or husband (or partner or daughter/son). Take
a look at the second to last stanza. The narrator of the poem is coiled up on a recliner in a
tortured fetal pose, and says “I watch . . .” That’s not a doctor. Valerie Smith mentioned that this
poem is predictable. I agree. However, if all traces of the couple are taken out until that second
to last stanza when the narrator says “I watch,” then it becomes much more powerful. Also,
taking out the words “hospital” and even "nurses and doctors" will make it less predictable by
showing us the hospital instead of telling us.
Val Mathews
Intimations of Mortality
Spinal procedure, laminectomy,
with fusion, L4 and L5,
one pain replaces another,
the hurt of healing
becomes the new ab/normal,.
Patient and caretaker,
both impatient tofor a return to the routine,
becomes aour new confines, hospital room,
with Spartan comfort,
one flower print, the sole décor,
the furnishings: onehospital bed, and
one reclining chair.
Our space, our lives upturned,
shrunk to this little measure,
diurnal monotony.
Parade of doctors, nurses, nutritionists,
and therapists disrupt the day.
At night to sleep, perchance to be disturbed,
by needle-wielding blood seekers.
Stretched, attached to the bed, a rack,
the patient poked, prodded, stuck, and medicated,
impaled by needles, IV drip,
attached to oxygen and monitors. MOVE THIS LINE UP BY TWO.
UNITE THESE TWO STANZAS.
AThe clipboard-bearing nurses’ pilgrimage,
attend to the mystery of numbers,
life-supporting functions reduced
to BP, temp and oxygen.
Coiled in athe recliner,
sleep-deprived,
in tortured fetal pose,
I watch the retinue
appear, depart.
AThe sound track, as voices from on high,
anthe intercom above the medical routine,
a tinkling lullaby from the maternity,
a pleasant interlude announces birth,
and then “Code Blue, Room 203,”
—a darker note in minor key.
Death and entrances, a swirl of mortality
cycled and recycled through mundane moments.
Nurses, doctors, caretakers helping, healing,
but helpless in the struggle
against an the icy touch,
athe cold visitor not quite kept
at bay.

Val M. [1]: 1. There are a couple of clunky lines that
could be stronger and tighter. 2. I suggest combining
the 2nd and 3rd stanzas. 3.) I strongly suggest taking
out all mentions of patient, caretaker, caregiver, our,
and us UNTIL close to the end when we get the
powerful lines of "Coiled in a recliner, / sleepdeprived, / a tortured fetal pose, / I watch the retinue /
appear, depart." Keeping the couple out of the poem
until near the end, makes the reading far more visceral
and potent. Then after that moment, when we go into
the last stanza, I suggest taking out the nurses and
doctors. It's now just the couple or rather just the
caregiver as his/her partner lies dead in the hospital
bed. 4.) I suggest taking out the word "hospital" in the
first stanza. In fact, take out nurses and doctors and the
like. Let us experience the hospital instead of being told
it's a hospital. 5.) In the second stanza, I suggest
moving "attached to oxygen and monitors" and placing
it under the line starting with "stretched." 6.) I suggest
being careful about using "the" so often. Plus, the ... [1.]
Val M. [2]: I would cut these two lines in first stanza
starting with “patient.” Keep the reader in the flow of the
list. Don't let us know that there is a couple here (the
... [2]
Val M. [3]: The routine isn't "our new confines" is it? I
don't think so.
Katie [4]: here
Val M. [5]: Cut "our" so that when you get to the "I
watched the retinue/ appear, depart," it will be much
stronger.
Val M. [6]: I would cut out the word hospital. Don't spell
[3]
it out for the reader. Let all the words, the long list,
reveal that it is a hospital without the poet ever havn
i...g
Val M. [7]: Let "one bed,/ one reclining chair" hint at
the fact that there is a couple (the patient and the
caregiver).
Val M. [8]: I suggest trying this line without the "our." [4]
Without the "our" at this moment will make the section
with the caregiver coiled up on the reclining chair th...at
Val M. [9]: "and therapist disrupt the day" could be
stronger.
Val M. [10]: These lines could be deleted. Show
instead of tell.
Val M. [11]: I like the idea of this line, but it could be
stronger. A strong verb.
Val M. [12]: I suggest removing the word “patient.” It is
too soon to reveal that the narrator is the caregiver
and not the patient. Saving the word patient here, pu
l... s[5]
l
[5]
Val M. [13]: End on “stuck”. It's much stronger.
Val M. [14]: I suggest moving "attached to oxygen and
monitors" to below the line starting with
"Stretched."
Val[15]:
M. [16]:
Now
wecan
know
the narrator
Val M.
Often
"the"
be that
replaced
with "a"isorthe
caretaker, the one watching all this happen to her/his
le ted altogether.
love one. Very powerful.

V.M. [17]: I suggest streamlining these two lines. Cut
out "Nurses, doctors, caretakers." Perhaps
"helping, healing, but helpless in the struggle." It's
much stronger that way after the mundane moments
line.

V.M. [20]: There's a lot of going back and forth from
"the" to "a." Need more consistency.
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Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Mon, Apr 18, 2016 at 1:19 PM

Dear Editor,
I am attaching my poems “Singularity” and “Intimations of Mortality,” which include the
edits that you and your staff have suggested. Please pass on my gratitude for the suggestions. I’m honored that you took the time to send nearly three pages of suggestions, using
your expertise to make my work stronger. The poems are much better: stronger, more
vivid, and more emotionally powerful. I will take your suggestions to heart in my subsequent work.
I will be honored to see my poems appear in your publication. Do you have a potential
publication date? By the way, I have passed your information to my writer friends who
also belong to our local writers group, so you may have more submissions. I will certainly tell them how helpful you have been in crafting my own work. I am grateful.
With gratitude, cordially,
Robert C. Covel
GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Thu, Apr 21, 2016 at 11:02 PM

Hello, Robert. Thanks for your kind words. We are planning to publish in June for the
Spring/Summer issue. Our editorial team is taking a brief break this month, but we will
look at your revisions in May. Looking forward to reading them! Thank you for sharing
our info with your writer friends. We appreciate it!
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Wed, June 22, 2016 at 1:59 PM

Hello, Robert. Nice revisions to your poems "Intimations of Mortality" and "Singularity."
Very impactful! Each needs just minor tweaking to a couple of lines. See the attached
Word doc with my notes.
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
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“Singularity” by Dr. Robert C. Covel: Second Edits
The editorial crew did not meet agian before these second edits were made. Instead of
writing a full editorial, these minor, second edits were shared directly with the poet. They
were also published as part of an exhibition by the University of West Georgia’s Special
Collections.
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“Intimation of Morality” by Dr. Robert C. Covel: Second Edits
The editorial crew did not meet agian before these second edits were made. Instead of
writing a full editorial, these minor, second edits were shared directly with the poet. They
were also published as part of an exhibition by the University of West Georgia’s Special
Collections.
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Editorial Conversations
From this point forward, the edits evolved into a more casual back and forth dialogue
between writer and editor.

Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Tue, Jun 28, 2016 at 2:27 PM

Val,
I absolutely agree with the tweeking on both poems. I appreciate the work you have done
to improve these poems. They are SO much better. I apologize profoundly for taking so
long to respond. I let my email get away from me. Please let me know if I need to do
anything further. I will pay closer attention to emails!
Bob Covel

Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Tue, Jun 28, 2016 at 2:36 PM

A followup note. I absolutely agree with the final revisions to the two poems. I hope that
my tardiness has not delayed publication of the issue. Do you when it might be out? I am
excited about being included, and I want to show my friends, especially the members of
the Carrollton Creative Writers Club, of which I am president.
Bob Covel

GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Tue, Jun 28, 2016 at 5:54 PM

No worries Robert! You are in. It has been a crazy spring and many people have been late
including us! It will be a spring/summer issue.
Just send me a clean copy of both poems to this email address, and I will send them over
to our copyeditor for formatting. If you haven’t already, be sure to send a short bio with
your website link or social media link.
Val
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Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Tue, Jun 28, 2016 at 8:13 PM

Val, attached are the edited versions of the poems. I have to say that, looking at the final
versions with all of the suggestions incorporated, I am extremely proud of these two poems. I was thinking of T.S. Eliot’s comment about Ezra Pound (though I am no Eliot and
these are certainly not The Waste Land!), Il Miglior Fabbro, “The Better Maker.” Your
staff certainly qualify for that label. Thank you for your generosity in time and effort.
Bob Covel

GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Tue, Jun 28, 2016 at 9:28 PM

Robert, thanks for the wonderful compliment! Funny that you spoke of Eliot’s and
Pound’s professional relationship. It is something that I often think about when I’m editing. It is a fine line to walk if you want to be a great editor. You have to take on the voice
of the writer you are editing and remain true to him/her at all times. I’m no Ezra Pound.
:) But I strive to be so. May I use your kind complement on our website?
And yes you should be very proud of your poems. They are fantastic! If you want us to
include your Twitter or Facebook link in your bio, then let us know.
Val
GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Tue, Jun 28, 2016 at11:20 PM

Robert, I just read your final versions of your poems. WONDERFUL. They pack quite
the emotional punch.
Val

Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Tue, Jun 28, 2016 at 8:13 PM

Thank you again for your help. I look forward to seeing them in print.
Bob Covel
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GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Intimations of Morality
10 messages

GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Thu, Jul 7, 2016 at 6:12 PM

Hello, Robert. So, the managing editor and I have had quite a few lively conversations
about your punctuation. Only editors! LOL. I’ve attached a clean copy of “Intimations of
Mortality” for your final approval.
I want to make sure that the punctuation doesn’t interfere with the essence of this quiet
and beautiful poem. I’ve attached a Word doc and a pdf.
BTW, this poem really speaks to me. I lost my youngest son when he was an infant, and
my other two living sons spent a lot of time in the hospital as newborns. The sounds and
sights of your poem are very real to me. I can even smell the place. In some odd way, it’s
comforting.
Val
Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Fri, Jul 8, 2016 at 11:21 AM

Val, your comment about the personal effect of this poem is one of the greatest compliments I have ever received about my writing. To me, poetry (and other art as well) should
give the reader a heightened sense of the meaning of events, to intensify the thoughts and
feelings we experience. Thus, your comment about this poem being “comforting” indicates that I have achieved my goal.
I have looked at the punctuation, especially in the second stanza. I see that the semi
colons clarify the ideas and images. To me, though, they complicate the syntax. I have
changed it slightly. See what you think of this version. Adding “the patient” seems to
clarify the event for me. I’m honored that my poems are receiving such intense professional attention.
With gratitude,
Bob Covel
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GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Fri, Jul 8, 2016 at 12:25 PM

Your welcome! And thank you for giving us such a beautiful poem.
So, my only issue with the punctuation is with these two lines in the 2nd stanza:
At night to sleep, perchance disturbed,
by needle-wielding blood seekers.
We should be able to take out the parenthetical elements (perchance disturbed) and the
sentence should still make sense, but it doesn’t:
At night to sleep by needle-wielding blood seekers.
Do you see the problem? Thoughts?
Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Fri, Jul 8, 2016 at 12:42 PM

I see the problem. Would it help to remove the comma after "disturbed"? Maybe even
move the phrase "perchance disturbed" to a separate line? What do you think?
GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Fri, Jul 8, 2016 at 6:29 PM

Deleting the comma after disturbed definitely makes sense. But, the line starting with
"by" may be the problem. And maybe the word "to." Perhaps it is a case of "Kill your
darlings!" In stanza two, both lines 2 and 6 refer to needles. What do you think about
deleting the first incidence of needles, in line two? Or combining line two with line six
somehow?
At night to sleep, perchance disturbed
by needlewielding blood seekers.
Stretched, and attached to a rack,
hooked to oxygen and monitors,
the patient poked, prodded, and stuck:
impaled by needles, IV drip,
while a clipboardbearing pilgrim
attends to the mystery of numbers,
life-supporting functions reduced
to BP, temp, and oxygen.
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Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Fri, Jul 8, 2016 at 7:22 PM

I see what you are saying. Maybe eliminate "to" and also the second line. Does that
work?
Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Fri, Jul 8, 2016 at 11:23 PM

Like this?
At night to sleep, perchance disturbed.
Stretched and attached to a rack,
hooked to oxygen and monitors,
poked, prodded, and stuck,
impaled by needles, IV drip,
while a clipboardbearing pilgrim
attends to the mystery of numbers,
life-supporting functions reduced
to BP, temp and oxygen.

GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Sat, Jul 9, 2016 at 6:42 AM

Yes!
Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>
To: GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>

Sat, Jul 9, 2016 at 10:16 AM

Have we agreed? I appreciate your attention to my work. I look forward to meeting you
in September.

GWA Editor <editor@georgiawriters.com>
To: Robert Covel <###@bellsouth.net>

Sat, Jul 9, 2016 at 11:43 AM

Yes! Thanks, Bob. And again thank you for letting us into your creative world. We are
thrilled to publish both of your moving and tender poems.
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Intimations of Mortality
Spinal procedure,
laminectomy,
fusion—L4 and L5,
one pain replaces another.
The hurt of healing
becomes the new ab/normal.
At night to sleep, perchance disturbed.
Stretched and attached to a rack,
hooked to oxygen and monitors,
poked, prodded, and stuck,
impaled by needles, IV drip,
while a clipboard-bearing pilgrim
attends to the mystery of numbers,
life-supporting functions reduced
to BP, temp and oxygen.
Coiled in the recliner, sleep-deprived,
in tortured fetal pose,
I watch the retinue appear, depart.
Our new confines, Spartan comfort,
one flower print the sole décor,
the furnishings: one bed, one reclining chair.
Our space, our lives upturned,
shrunk to this little measure,
diurnal monotony.
Sound track, voices from on high,
intercom above the medical routine
tinkling lullaby from the maternity,
pleasant interlude announces birth,
and then “Code Blue, Room 203,”
darker note in minor key.
Death and entrances,
swirl of mortality
cycled and recycled
through mundane moments.
Nurses, doctors, caretakers—
helping, healing, but
helpless in the struggle
against the icy touch,
cold visitor not quite
kept at bay
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Robert C. Covel

Singularity
Her pupils dilate in dim light;
she gazes, wide-eyed and lost.
His unfamiliar face hovers, floats above.
He searches for the memories,
the girl she once had been
before plaques and synapses
snarled into Gordian confusions.
Their passions, like twin stars,
streamed plasma arcs, fueled by fusion,
across space—chaos and loneliness.
Joined, conjoined in cosmic dance,
shared desires fueled their cores.
But now her mind implodes,
swallowed in the singularity of despair.
Memories, the past, drift like dust
caught by the gravity of disease.
Thoughts and feelings wonder, wander
behind those eyes that peer past his.
She frowns, or smiles,
captive in an abyss of self.
He hovers, helpless,
at the edge of the edge,
an event horizon—
her pupils’ stark darkness,
a profound eternal Night.
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PORTFOLIO SECTION THREE:

FICTION CLIENT
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Your Story and Your Editor
2 messages

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Tue, Sep 6, 2017 at 10:53 AM

Hello, Stephanie.
As I write this email, I have your first ten pages before me, and I’m about to dig in.
Again, thank you for letting me into your creative world. I know how hard it is to let your
“baby” go and trust it to the care of an editor. I want to acknowledge the guts that it takes
to be a writer and put yourself out there. The investment of your time, energy, and money
in editorial services just goes to show your commitment to your writing journey. With this
commitment, you just blew past half of the writers out there who settle for so much less
than they could be achieving. So, congrats! It’s a big step.
This email is just to let you know a little bit about me so that you can feel comfortable
and confident that your “baby” is in good hands.
I’m fiercely committed to guiding aspiring writers to achieve their writing goals so that
they can move closer to fulfilling their dreams and joining the ranks of successful authors.
It’s a long and often lonely path, as you probably already know. Often during the writing
or revision process, a writer feels like a pilot in a fog with no working instruments. They
can’t see where to go or how to get there. Sometimes writers often don’t even know they
are in the fog. They think everything is fine until they hit the side of a mountain. My hope
for you is that you learn to navigate your novel and writing career like a pilotincommand.
Speaking of pilots, I’ve been a commercial pilot and a certified flight instructor for over
two decades. Therefore, when it comes to editing, I like to use aviation analogies to
express myself. The Federal Aviation Administration has a regulation that states: “The
pilotincommand has the final say and authority as to the operation of his or her aircraft.”
A writer is like a pilotincommand. Editors are like air traffic controllers: Air traffic controllers can tell you where to go and how to get there, but they can’t put out your engine
fire or land your airplane when your wheels don’t come down. Good editors, like air
traffic controllers, are your guides. They will help you navigate around bad storms, get
you through the fog if your instrument panel goes black and you can’t see a foot in front
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of you, and sweat it out with you in the worst possible situations. They are your lifeline.
However, writers (like pilots) have to do the flying and land that darn thing. My job as
your editor is to be your air traffic controller. I’ll talk you down—but you got to fly it in.
The aspiring writers and self-published writers I work with often do not know what is
holding them back. Like a pilot in a fog with no working instruments, they can’t see—not
yet. They turn to me (an experienced and nurturing guide) to help them navigate their stories. I address their critical issues in craft—point-of-view violations, info dumping, head
hopping, story or structural problems—which stand in the way of their ultimate success.
Vicki Carroll, who I started working with me last year, recently sent me an email and
shared this acceptance letter from Writer’s Digest:
Congratulations! Your entry, The Red Dress, was awarded an Honorable
Mention in the Mainstream/Literary Short Story category of the 85th
Annual Writer’s Digest Writing Competition. Among the ten competition
categories, there were over 6,000 entries in total this year. You should be
extremely proud of your accomplishment!
Vickie then said to me, “I must be getting better ... I have you to thank!”
Cynthia Wilson, another aspiring writer I work with regularly, gave this testimonial: “I
have thoroughly enjoyed working one-on-one with Val Mathews. The editing process is
so helpful to me as a writer. I completely trust Val’s judgment and spot-on suggestions.
Her skills as an editor have made my stories stronger.”
Although I have worked with Georgia Author of the Year Award (GAYA) winners and
other prize-winning authors (Robert Covel, Sandra Hood, Ann Hite) on their submissions
to the Exit 271: Your Georgia Writers Resource literary magazine, I am committed to
helping aspiring writers. I believe everyone deserves to be heard—and the best way for
aspiring writers to be heard (and read) is to craft a good story from the get-go. And that’s
where a good editor can make all the difference in the world.
Here’s what Eliza Peak, budding writer of Southern Romance, has to say:
Every time I work with Val and her team, I learn an immense amount
about the craft of writing. They cheer me on while keeping me on track,
which is invaluable to an author. Knowing I have a group of experienced
and encouraging editors in my corner gives me the confidence to continue
my writing journey.
Being an editor is something I grew up doing. Back in the late 60s, before my sister and
I even started elementary school, our mother would regularly sit us down at the kitchen
table for story time. Unlike in normal (non-author) households, my mom did not tell stories to us; she made us tell stories to her—and then edit them! Of course, we couldn’t even
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write yet, but that didn’t matter. We wrote and edited our stories orally—not an easy task.
I went on to work as a volunteer editor on literary journals throughout my life.I have
worked as a writer and editor for various organizations (and still do as a freelance editor).
Currently, I’m the editor in chief for Exit 271: Your Georgia Writer’s Resource, the new
literary magazine of the Georgia Writers Association. In my adult life, I have garnered
thirty-four years as a writer and editor.
Recently, while a graduate student, I taught Freshman English Composition at KSU and
worked as a writing tutor in KSU’s Writing Center. I worked as a graduate assistant with
the Georgia Writers Association, as a graduate research assistant in KSU’s English department, as the head editor for KSU’s The English Broadside, and as the poetry editor
for KSU’s Red Clay Review. Over the last couple of years, I have been working with
more and more fiction writers and poets.
Robert Covel, two-time GAYA winner calls me il miglior fabbro, meaning the better
maker. The essence of his generous statement rests in my knack for keeping your voice
in my heart as I edit and, most important of all, keeping the voice of your story as a top
priority.
My editing skill is a gift as much as it is a result of lifelong training and dedication. I am
grateful to all my teachers, mentors, and my family for preparing me for this special role
in writers’ lives—in your life! I look forward to reading your pages and talking to you
about your story and writing aspirations.
With Gratitude and Best Wishes,
Val M. Mathews
www.exit271.com

Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>
To: Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Wed, Sep 7, 2017 at 3:35 AM

Val, Thanks so much for the detailed biography. Robert Covel sings your praises all the
time. I absolutely trust your judgement and look forward to learning how to be a better
writer. See you Saturday!
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FIRST TEN PAGES—EDITORIAL NOTES, PAGE ONE
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FIRST TEN PAGES—EDITORIAL WRITE-UP
To:

STEPHANIE BALDI

From: Val M. Mathews
Founder & Editor-in-Chief
Date: 10 September 2016
Re:

REDEMPTION
First 10-pages

Dear Stephanie,
I want to acknowledge you for being here today and letting me into your creative world.
You’ve made the decision to invest your time, energy, and money into editorial coaching—and to lay your writer’s heart and ego on the line. Working with an editorial coach,
no matter how many times you do it, requires a fearless commitment.
I know how hard it is to let your “baby” go and trust it to the care of an editor. I want to
acknowledge the guts that it takes to be a writer and put yourself out there. The investment of your time, energy, and money in editorial coaching just goes to show your commitment to your writing journey. With this commitment, you just blew past half of the
writers out there who settle for so much less than they could be achieving. So, congrats!
And thank you.
You’re here because you have a gift, skill, or some amazing knowledge and you want to
share it with other people. Whether you are new to novel writing or have ten books to
your name, your ability to get better and better at writing stories (nonfiction or fiction)
is the very thing that will allow you to share more of yourself and garner more and more
readers.
If you are like many writers, it will require you to set your fears and resistance aside and
go for it regardless of how uncomfortable the editorial process makes you. Only by being
uncomfortable and working through these thorny feelings will you get the results you
truly want. Working with an editorial coach and getting the kind of feedback that goes
well beyond workshop critiques can be an emotional process. I encourage you to allow
yourself to be uncomfortable, do the work, and see what unfolds.
A few days after we meet at the workshop, I like us to talk on the phone. Because it can
be an emotional process, I want to make sure that you understand everything that is in
your evaluation. Most importantly, I want to make sure that you are okay going through
the revision process. You don’t have to go through the revision process alone. It can be
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tough, but we can make it easier together—even fun!
I am not promising that what I have to offer today is a magic bullet. I’m just one editor.
You will need to put in some work to get results. However, I am promising you that when
you open yourself up to feedback from an editorial coach who isn’t afraid to be open with
you, you will get results. Your results will continue to accumulate and improve as long as
you invest your time and energy to get better and better at what you do.
So how do these editorial coaching sessions work? Read this entire editorial and read
my handwritten notes in your manuscript. I have attached some excerpts from books, try
to read them as well. When we start, it might feel like someone opened your mouth and
inserted a fire hose. That’s normal. It will get easier. Our initial conversation will cover
the following:
First, we will briefly talk about what you want out of your writing. Where do you see this
book? On the bookshelves of Barnes and Noble? On Kindle? Or if this isn’t your very
first book, do you hope this book will get you more readers? What are your dreams and
aspirations?
Second, we’ll talk about the manuscript’s strengths: what is working, what is really special about it, and what you’re really good at doing.
Next, we’ll talk about the all-important opening paragraph and first page, as well as,
what I see as the top critical issues. If a story is solid and the characters are engaging, one
critical issue may be overlooked by agents and readers. However, if the manuscript starts
getting two, three, or more critical issues, then these issues will bring down a writer’s
dreams and aspirations.
Finally, we will talk about how to tackle the suggestions and handle the revision process,
including setting up a follow-up call with me if we haven’t already.
So, are you ready? Let’s jump in!
THE GOOD STUFF
So much good stuff! You have a knack for creating characters and revealing them through
their dialogue. I love Travis! Actually, I hate him, but I love how you fleshed out this
character. Splendid. He reminds me of Brad Pit in the 1993 movie Kalifornia.
On page seven, Travis grabs Carrie’s hand. Her hand, not her arm. It shows that he just
might have a sweet side. This small beat makes the character richer and more rounded.
You may need a little more of this showing of his softer side—not too much. The best antagonists (the bad guy or gal) are fully human—not all evil. They have some good qualities; for instance, they may be loyal or a defender of animals. The fact that Travis reached
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for Carrie’s hand instead of her arm shows that he actually does love her even if that love
is twisted and wicked. Consider what good traits Travis may possess as you revise.
Right off the bat, on the very first page, you excelled at grabbing my attention. The dialogue, action beats, and suspense were done well. There is definitely conflict. As far as
the over arcing conflict, well I’m not sure about what that will be yet. That’s not a good
or bad thing. It will just depend on how the story unfolds. Right now, you have hooked
your reader and that is the most important thing. We will work at ramping up and fine
tuning that conflict.
Great action beats! Snappy description. Usually, just the right amount of backstory. The
briefcase! Love how you brought it back—the readers know they are in the hands of a
good storyteller.
CRITICAL ISSUES ON FIRST TEN PAGES
Below is a list of the top issues that I suggest you address during revision:
1. Opening: Tighten to pack a punch. See notes below and, more importantly, my comments in your manuscript.
2. Search for adverbs ending in -ly. The over use of adverbs to show action and emotions keeps the reader at a distance. Pull them into the story and let them experience
it by using strong active verbs, action beats, active setting, and narration instead. The
following pages will explain what I mean.
3. Backstory on page four: Although this page is a good time to bring in a little backstory, there is a bit too much too soon. Easy fix. Only keep the essentials for right now.
Tighten it down. Readers are on a need to know basis. They don’t need to know a
whole lot in the beginning. As you go, you can reveal more. It can’t feel like an “info
dump” or as if you are “feeding information.” Dumps and feeding information pulls
the reader out of the story. All backstory, flashbacks, and factual information need a
catalyst or a trigger. There needs to be a reason why you are giving the readers this information, and that reason needs to be tied to the action and/or setting. You may know
the reason, but your readers may not. Show us.
4. Conflict: Although there is conflict right off the bat, I am wondering about the bigger
picture. I can’t say for sure until I see the rest of the story, but the overarching conflict
may need to be brought into sharper focus in the first couple of paragraphs. Right
now, the story has pretty good hooks to keep your readers turning the page. Nevertheless, setting up the conflict on the first page will pay dividends as the story unfolds for
the reader. Play with that opening.
5. Reader bonding with Carrie: Carrie is your main protagonist and the first chapter is
in her point of view. The focus needs to be Carrie. We need to care about her. To get
a reader to really care about a character, a writer has to do more than put them in bad
situations. We need to relate on a deeper, human level. Right now, Travis is more
fleshed out. With that being said, I am curious about Carrie—so that’s a good start.
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6. Revisit your dialogue tags. Most editors, myself included, recommend writers only
use standard dialogue tags. Standard tags are “said” and “asked.” Non-standard tags
make us aware of the writer and, therefore, pull a reader out of a story. If a charcter
is yelling, barking, or snapping, then show the action in an action beat instead of a
dialogue tag.
These are the top issues that popped out at me right away. There are some other issues. I
made comments right in your manuscript. Please read the information below before turning to your manuscript with my handwritten comments.
Strong first chapter, Stephanie. I’m curious to see how the story unfolds. I hope I get the
chance.
Below is more specific information that will help you as you revise. If you have any
questions or concerns, please email or call me. We can talk it out.
OPENING
I recommend tightening up the opening. Make it do the heavy lifting and pack a wallop.
Also, notice how the second paragraph switches to present tense.
Listen to how the opening paragraphs sound when I trim it down:
The first time Carrie Overton committed murder, she did it for him. The
second time she committed murder, she did it to get rid of him.
Frigid air whistled through the vents of Travis’ white Chevy Impala …
What do you think? Play with it. See what you come up with.
Consider the story’s overall arching conflict. Is there one or two lines that can be placed
in these opening paragraphs before the scene really kicks off? What is the overarching
conflict? Was the overarching conflict the fact that she had to kill him before he killed
her? Why was this her lucky day?
NOTE: I brought Travis’ name in earlier. You had it buried in paragraph three. The way
you have it now, the second paragraph introduces the fact that Travis would kill her and
then you say that today would be her lucky day. Well, two things. First, as a reader, I
expect the very next scene to show Carrie’s “lucky day,” but it doesn’t. Secondly, do we
really need that little bit of backstory in the second paragraph? I don’t think we need this
yet. I suggest being patient. Bring this bit of info (that he would have killed her) later
when it will pack an emotional punch. Follow me? Of course, this depends on what your
over-arching conflict happens to be.
BTW, Carrie doesn’t talk much through these pages. Is that intentional?
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I’m wondering, as a reader, am I invested in Carrie yet? I’m not sure at this point. I am
definitely hooked by this opening scene, but am I invested and bonded to Carrie yet? I
will keep reading because the action has me hooked, and I trust you as a writer to bond
me with Carrie soon.
SHOW DON’T TELL
Okay, well you certainly know how to show instead of tell. But I’m wondering in your
next pages, do you use mix things up or do you jump from scene to scene. Narration (telling) can be useful.
A good rule of thumb: The more intense a section of your story is, the more likely you
need to create a scene and show with beats (action/reaction), dialogue (inner and outer),
metaphor, and character interaction. As the intensity of the story lessens, then the world
of telling opens up. As you probably know, telling (narration) should be brief and fast.
Furthermore, narration can add depth to the character and the story when “weaved” in
and out of the action.
When not to show….
Of course, a writer can’t show everything. First, the story would go on far too long. Secondly, readers need breaks from the showing to relax. Often when writers are just learning to show instead of tell, they show too much. Sometimes a one-line telling is all that is
necessary. So when is telling good?
•
•

•
•

Telling is good for transitions from one scene to the next—changes in time, place, and
scene.
Telling is good when the intensity or emotion of the scene doesn’t call for showing.
We certainly wouldn’t want a whole scene of showing when the character is just
going to the bathroom—unless there is a snake in the toilet (and only if that snake is
important to the story).
Telling is good when the reader needs a break.
Telling helps set the pace, can flesh out the character, and add emotional impact.
Learn the art of weaving narration in between action beats.

My question to you: Do you use narration (telling) in the rest of your story for any of the
above reasons? Or do you go from beat to beat and scene to scene without a break?
INFO DUMPING & BACKSTORY BARFING
Dumps and barfs are not stories. But they are the fodder of good stories. You have one
long paragraph of backstory on page four. I think it could be condensed. And paragraph
two on page one could be saved for later, when it will have more of an impact.
In your opening pages, I suggest using very little if any backstory. Then after the opening
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pages, you can weave some in—just one to three lines here and there to enrich the story
and build a larger emotional world. Once you got us fully invested in the characters, then
you can beef up the backstory, add flashbacks, and give us more information.
DIALOGUE
You are great at creating dialogue. Have you heard of the pattern below? It may be fun to
play around with this dialogue frame.
Cheryl St. John’s Writing with Emotion, Tension, and Conflict uses a pattern for dialogue,
which she borrowed from the great (although somewhat sexist) Dwight V. Swain: motivation, feeling, action, and speech. Here’s an example I just made up to illustrate:
MOTIVATION: A loud horn honked twice in the carport below Harriet’s
kitchen window.
FEELING: Harriet focused on the wooden spoon and bubbling red sauce.
ACTION: Not looking up, she gripped her spoon tighter and stirred faster.
SPEECH: “Harriet!”
MOTIVATION: The apartment door swung open with a thud. Glass from
the hanging picture shattered on the floor.
FEELING: (not used)
ACTION: Harriett jumped, flinging the wooden spoon across the kitchen—red sauce splattered over the clean white tiles.
SPEECH: “Harriet! Clean this mess up.”
Can it be better? You betcha! We can flesh it out and add more emotional layers. It all
depends on how fast we want the pacing, how deep we want to go, where we are in the
narrative arc. This pattern is not meant to straight jacket a writer—it’s all in the way you
choose to think about it. I recommend using it to increase your creative ideas. This pattern can be repeated over and over again:
Motivation
Feeling
Action
Speech
You can skip parts of the pattern for variety or to suit the needs of the scene. Nevertheless, the pattern is generally in the above order.
Here’s a more fleshed out example, taken from Dwight V. Swain’s Techniques of the
Selling Writer. It is a scene where the protagonist is on a hilltop, looking through a set of
binoculars at the camp below. Although this example does not show the dialogue, it sets
the character up for dialogue (either external or internal dialogue). See if you can locate
the beginnings of the pattern:
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Agnes’ face came into focus, then. The blonde hair was matted, the worn plaid
dress in rags. She’d been crying too, apparently, for there were tear-streaks on her
grime-smudged cheeks. Dark circles rimmed the great, frightened, little-girl eyes,
and when she turned her head to the left a fraction, a bruise came into view, all
ugly blues and purples, swelling shut the lids, as if she were a grown man slugged
in a barroom brawl.
Miller laid very still, his knuckles white on the glasses …
The first paragraph shows the motivation for Miller’s later actions. The description (or active setting as it is sometimes called) reflects Miller’s feelings about the scene. It doesn’t
actually come out and say that he is angered by what he sees, but the reader can feel his
anger.
The next paragraph shows Miller’s anger, revealed in the subtle action of squeezing his
binoculars until his knuckles turn white. This action is what is called an “action beat.”
What do you think happens next? He probably has a very quick internal dialogue with
himself about how to rescue the girl or why he should just leave and not get involved. If
someone was with him, they might argue about it, revealing the character’s traits. And so,
it will go: motivation, feeling, action, speech, and back again.
Note: Dialogue tags come after or in the middle of the dialogue. Use standard tags (said
and asked).
POINT-OF-VIEW (POV)
There appears to be author intrusion on the bottom of page five, which says, “What was
Travis thinking going up against these two men?” Some editors may be okay with these
kinds of questions. However, keep in mind that when done too often, it may pull the reader out of the story, making him or her aware that there is an author behind it. Besides, this
question does not necessarily reflect the thoughts of Carrie, your main protagonist.
There is another one on page ten: “What did she expect?” Carrie’s internal thought or
narrator’s thought? If it’s Carrie’s internal thought, then put it in italics and change “she”
to “I.” What did I expect? or What was I expecting?
*****
I am thrilled that you let me into your creative world and gave me a glimpse into your
character’s lives. I feel invested in your story. I hope you will let me back into your world
to see what happens next.
REVISIONS: Your first task
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When my kids were small, they used to get overwhelmed about cleaning their rooms.
“Just pick up the teddy bears,” I would say. After they tucked all their teddy bears into
their rightful places, I pointed to the trucks. “Just pick up the big trucks.” And so it would
go over and over again. Soon, they could walk without tripping over stuff. No longer
overwhelmed, they picked up the rest of the items, one at a time, until every item was
stowed, tucked, or stuffed into its rightful home.
So, Stephanie, just pick up your teddy bears. Your teddy bears seem to be either the overarching conflict or the reader bonding with Carrie. They are related. To bond with Carrie,
your readers must live vicariously through her—to experience it through her, capture it
through her senses. Tightening the opening, adding sensory details that connect us with
Carrie, and correcting POV errors will help bond us to Carrie, make us care about what
happens to her.
I suggest briefly writing out Carrie’s character arc that spans the whole story. Let’s talk
about that when we meet.
I look forward to meeting with you at the workshop. Also, after the workshop, I like to
touch base with you over the phone. If we have haven’t set up that time slot for a phone
chat, please send me an email to val@exit271.com.
And again, thank you for letting me into your creative world. I appreciate your investment of time, energy, and money to further your writing career and make your job as a
storyteller easier—and more fun.
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val M. Mathews
val@exit271.com
770-597-6017
“To live through your story, experience it, your readers must capture it with their own senses.”
Dwight V. Swain, Techniques of the Selling Writer
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You can’t.
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Signature Rhetorical Moves
1 message

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#########@gmail.com>

Fri, Feb 10, 2017 at 11:26 AM

Stephanie, I’ve picked up on a couple of your “signature moves” (or style characteristics). They can be very powerful moves. The thing to remember when breaking rules is
to break a rule for a rhetorical purpose; in other words, break a rule for special effect or
emotional impact. You like to replace the word “and” with a comma in a 2-part series (a
list). This is called asyndeton. When working with 3-part and 2-part series, consider the
following rhetorical effects:
1. Three items, the serial comma, and the conjuction “and” connecting the last item
in a 3-part series:
“Nick shifted his body, twirled his shot glass, and lowered his eyes.”
This series uses the Oxford comma based on the Chicago Manual of Style. How does
the punctuation and the conjunction affect the action? Nick does three things one right
after the other and then the action stops. It’s orderly, straight forward, and complete.
But there’s nothing special here, nothing brewing under the surface.
2. Three items, the serial comma, but without the conjunction “and” connecting the
last item in a 3-part series (asyndeton):
“Nick shifted his body, twirled his shot glass, lowered his eyes.”
Without the conjunction, this series now implies that the action does not stop after
Nick lowers his eyes; it continues indefinitely. It subtly implies that Nick’s more
stressed or more tense. His movements are faster, and his emotions are continuing
rather than stopping. Something’s about to happen. There is micro-tension brewing
just below the surface. Do you feel the difference between number one and number
two? Amazing what the addition or delection of one seemingly insignificant word can
do to the emotions of a reader.
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3. Two items joined by the conjunction “and” in a 2-part series:
“Nick shifted his body and twirled his shot glass.”
The action isn’t super fast. The two actions occur one after the other and then
stop. The reader’s attention is not drawn to this action, not puposefully focused on
this action. Nothing unusual here. No heightened emotions in the reader’s mind.
Like number one above, the action here is straight forward.
4. Two items joined by a comma but without the conjunction “and” in a 2-part
series:
“Nick shifted his body, twirled his shot glass.”
“Nick shifted his body, lowered his eyes.”
So, this kind of series is your signature rhetorical move. Do you feel the difference between number 3 and number 4? This move makes the reader ask, “What’s
he going to do next? Hit someone?” Nick is not just making two actions here,
he’s thinking—calculating his next move. Do you feel the difference in tension?
The action here is quicker; the tension is close to the surface. It feels like Nick is
holding something back and something is about to happen (if not now, then in the
future). There is micro-tension brewing under the surface.
The reader may not consciously know why he or she feels more tension or why
the action feels faster—the reader just feels it. But you as a writer know what is
happening and why. You can take advantage of this rhetorical move to affect the
emotions of readers and keep them turning the page. Pretty interesting, isn’t it?
So, keep these four points in mind when writing (or re-writing) your 3-part and 2-part
serials. The trick as a writer is to be aware of the rhetorical effects in your writing and use
your signature moves when you want the action to speed up, when you want the tension
to increase, when you want to focus the readers attention. In other words, use these moves
when it really counts.
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
The Exit 271 Studio
http://www.exit271.com
Write more. Publish more. Live the writer’s life.
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

First 50 Pages - EDITORIAL
3 messages

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Sun, Feb 12, 2017 at 3:05 PM

Hello, Stephanie. Thank you for letting me into the lives of Carrie, Travis, and Nick. I am
honored and thrilled to be a part of it. So, are you ready? Let's hop to it!
Love the story. Great action. Lots of layers. Nick is a great character—love the detective
turned hit man angle. Good stuff. I like the subtle, little things you do; for instance, the
repetitive use of the word "massive" in chapter 3. You are very good at building atmosphere. My favorite scene is when Carrie points the gun at Travis. Well done.
Attached are two documents, a PDF and a Word doc, containing my comments and suggestions on the first fifty pages. First a few thoughts:
1. One thought on your antagonist, Travis: Perhaps Carrie feels bonded to Travis because she “understands” him. Perhaps his mother abandoned him, and his father beat
him. They both have abandonment issues. Carrie feels bad for him. Victims often love
their abusers because they see the neglected and abused child inside them. What are
the emotional ties that have kept Carrie loving him beyond what you have already
shown? What can you show that will create conflicting emotions? Conflicting emotions will really ramp up the character arcs. They are the great stuff of ficiton.
2. Also, and very importantly, the best antagonists are the ones we sympathize with. We
hate them and want to see them stopped, but we also see the child inside them. We
also see how life has done them wrong. You can show this side of Travis when Carrie
is struggling with her own conflicting emotions of loving and fearing the same man
but knowing that she has to break away before he kills her. Show her conflicting emotions. Do you follow me?
3. I highlighted those 2-part verb serials in yellow, one of your signature moves. I did
this to draw your attention to them so that you use this rhetorical move with intention
and purpose--to beef up emotion, add tension, increase the pace, to alter the feeling of
the scene. :) You may want to add some and remove some others depending on what
you are trying to achieve in a particular scene.
4. I highlighted the as-phrases in yellow, a move you are fond of using. :) Here are a few
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things I want you to consider with the as-phrases:
•
•
•
•

Most of the time, delete the comma before an as-phrase. If an as-phrase starts a
sentence, then you need a comma after the as-phrase (but not before).
Change up some of these as-phrases. Sometimes start the sentence with an asphrase instead of ending the sentence with an as-phrase. Or rewrite. Play with it!
If you have more than one as-phrase in a paragraph, consider changing one or two
of them.
Make sure the action in a sentence using an as-phrase is happening simultaneously (since that’s what as-phrases means when used in an action beat).

Good solid bones! Good page turner so far. BTW, did you receive my other email about
your signature style?
Val
Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>
To: Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Sun, Feb 12, 2017 at 4:11 PM

Hi Val,
Yes, I did receive your email about my signature style. Thanks.Your advice is well taken. I
like that you can see things in my writing that I take for granted or don't realize are there.
As to your second email, mainly item number one, all of that is revealed as the story
moves on. Why Carrie feels about him the way she does and why Travis is the way he is.
Her guilt overwhelms the anger she feels at having shot him. But Carrie also reveals that
she has come to realize she never really loved Travis at all. He came into her life when she
was just fourteen years old. Way too young for her to know what love is because at that
time no one had shown her. Also at one point later in the story, Nick questions her as to
why she doesn't want him to kill Travis.
But I will go back and take another look at the beginning to see if I can flesh things out
further.
Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Mon, Feb 13, 2017 at 9:40 AM

Sounds good. When you go back and look, I suggest focusing on the hotel scene the
night before she shoots him. Carrie probably wrestled with her conflicting emotions that
night. It’s best to bring in these conflicting emotions early in the novel. If you wait too
long, readers will question why Carrie didn’t leave earlier. I think you will find that you
end up fleshing out how she found strength in murdering Carlos, which gave her the
strength to leave despite the fear and “love” she felt.
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Edits on Redemption
2 messages

Stephanie Baldie <#####@gmail.com>
To: Val Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Sun, Feb 19, 2017 at 6:05 PM

Hi Val,
Hope all is well with you. I have been working on the edits for Redemption. I agree the
murder is the catalyst for Carrie’s transformation. I have gone back and added more
exposition. Below is a paragraph I added to the diner scene.
The heaviness inside her swelled with the knowledge that the murder she committed had
strengthened the ties between her and Travis. He had forced her to come to his defense.
But that didn’t make the blood on her hands any easier to digest. She wanted more than
anything to cut those ties and have the freedom she craved. The trucker sitting at the
counter just might be her way out.
Am I on the right track?
Stephanie

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Mon, Feb 20, 2017 at 10:12 PM

The first line is really good.
I think there is more to this catalyst, however. Although the blood on her hands is hard to
digest, Carrie is also stronger for it. I see it in the chapters that follow. Unconsciously or
consciously you wove that catalyst in. Brilliant.
The thing is, she could have left at any time over the years. Why is she strong enough now?
Do you think that she could have ever pulled a gun on Travis and shot him if it hadn’t
been for the fact that she shot Carlos first? She wouldn’t have had the guts before. She
wouldn’t have known how. Right? But now, she has changed.
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More than likely, Carrie panicked at the truck stop because she was afraid of gettingcaught. She probably thought that any which way she turned was no good. Carrie was
either going to get caught and go to jail (death row even) or Travis would eventually kill
her in a rage. At the same time, she loves him in a twisted way, but hates him, too. She
has always wanted her freedom but now she has the power to take it; she proved that to
herself when she shot Carlos. In a wicked twist of fate, murder turned into her salvation.
Wonderfully Twisted! :)
Val
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
The Exit 271 Studio
http://www.exit271.com
Write more. Publish more. Live the writer’s life.

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

First 50 Pages
2 messages

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Sun, Feb 26, 2017 at 8:01 PM

Hello, Stephanie. Just checking in to see how revisions are progressing on the first 50 pages. I should have the entire manuscript to you by the end of the month.
Pay attention to your pet verbs: walk and sat. Look for stronger verbs. Also verbs like see
or watch or look at may not be needed. Often the action is enough, and readers intuitively
know that the protagonist is watching the scene unfold. I’ve noticed that you use verbs like
looked, walked, sat, and run are part of a blow-by-blow action scene, (I note them when
I see them). Blow-by-blow is not usually necessary, unless your character is dismantling
a bomb. Most of the time a reader doesn’t need to know each minor action. For instance,
readers don’t need to know that a character unlocked the car door, got in the car, turned
on the ignition, and pulled out of the driveway—unless you put a bomb in the car! Then
the slowed down blow-by-blow may help build suspense because a reader’s attention is
drawn to these minor actions and expects something is about to get squirrley.
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Do you follow me? Play with your verbs. Call if you have questions about it.
VERBS/VERB PHRASES to replace the overused verbs walk and run (How someone
walks shows their inner emotions and personality):
legged it down
hotfooted it
sprinted
hustled
strolled
slinked
slipped
eased
inched
glidded
schelleped
NOTE: You can over do these verbs, too. Sometimes walked or run is the best choice,
especially if you don’t want to draw a lot of attention to the particular action, but then
maybe you don’t need that action. :)
With gratitude,
Val
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FULL MANUSCRIPT—EDITORIAL WRITE UP

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Looking forward to the sequel
3 messages

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Sun, Mar 5, 2017 at 5:35 PM

Hi, Stephanie.
Thank you for letting me into the lives of Carrie, Bobby, Travis, and Nick. I am honored
and thrilled to be a part of it. I’m looking forward to the sequel!
I’ve finished the whole manuscript. Give yourself a big hug and pat on the back. It was a
joy to read.
I cried at times, got pissed at times, laughed at times, was surprised at times. Note that
my comments not only give the editorial suggestions, but they also give you a glimpse
into a reader’s mind so that you can experience your novel the way your readers will. You
will see all the emotions of a reader in my comments as I figured things out as I go. There
are a couple of structural problems, but they can be fixed. My suggestions and examples
on how to do that are right in the document.
Take a deep breath. Don’t panic. All is good. I thoroughly enjoyed it. I have no doubt
Redemption will find publishing success.
I urge you to read everything before starting any revisions. Note that when I will demonstrate how to do something, fix a line, set up a certain type of scene, my examples are
merely illustrations. You may keep them, tweak them, or delete them. These illustrations
are merely there to show one possible way to either fix a potential problem, deepen your
writing, or clarify your meaning. I am only one editorial coach. In the end, these decisions are yours to make.
I’m so happy for you, Stephanie. Writing a suspense novel is quite an accomplishment.
You are very good at creating atmosphere and building scenes with dialogue. One of my
favorite scenes is when Carrie points the gun at Travis. Perfect timing—perfectly placed
in the story. Well done. Great story bones.
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So, are you ready? Let's hop to it!
First of all, I love the story. Great action. Lots of room for rich emotional layers. Nick is a
great character—love the detective turned hit man angle. Good stuff. There is one major
structural issue pertaining to Nick, but it can be fixed. About half way through the novel,
the main protagonist role switches from Carrie to Nick. I can tell you favor Nick, but we
will fix it so Carrie reclaims her rightful spot as the lead protagonist.
Carrie, being the star, needs to be the one who eventually saves herself. And most importantly, Carrie needs to play momma bear and save her son. If this doesn’t make sense
now, it will once you have read through my edits and comments in your manuscript. I
have several ideas how to work this out. It’s going to be fun! So, no worries.
One thought on Travis: Perhaps Carrie feels bonded to Travis because she “understands”
him. Perhaps his mother abandoned him, and his father beat him. They both have abandonment issues. Carrie feels bad for him. Victims often love their abusers because they
see the neglected and abused child inside them. What are the emotional ties that have
kept Carrie loving him beyond what you have already shown? What can you show that
will create the conflicting emotions? Do this early on. Conflicting emotions will really
ramp up the character arcs.
Also, and very importantly, the best antagonists are the ones we sympathize with. We
hate them and want to see them stopped, but we also see the child inside them. We see
how life has done them wrong. You can show this side of Travis when Carrie is struggling
with her own conflicting emotions of loving and fearing the same man but knowing that
she has to break away before he kills her. Show her conflicting emotions. Characters conflicting emotions are the soul of fiction.
Very Important: Carrie starts to change after she murders Carlos and saves Travis’s life.
The seed of that change is there, but it is not fleshed out. That murder is the catalyst that
leads to her ultimately saving herself (and her son). This message and these emotional
ideas can be weaved into the first several chapters. It will be fun. See my notes.
Another note on Carrie: Don’t make it too easy for her when she is on her own. She is
learning how to be on her own, to be brave. It’s a messy process. Allow her to get tangled up in her lies--even the little ones. Her Carrie arc will be complete when she saves
Bobby, rescues Nick, and saves herself. Between her lies and conflicting emotions, the
micro-tension will spill on every page.
A note on Nick: Nick has a control issue. I hate to tell you. I know how much you love
him. I do, too. But Nick needs to learn how to have a relationship—he is a hit man after
all. He needs to learn to not over protect. Carrie will never learn to be brave and defend herself if Nick is always coming to her rescue as if she is a damsel in distress or an
abused puppy. Let Carrie save him for once—and her son, Bobby, too. I’m explain in full
detail when you get into my notes.
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Another thought about Nick, since he is a hit man, we need some kind of set up so that
we understand why Carrie would be drawn to him and vs. versa. Here’s my thoughts:
First, subconsciously you knew what to do. You introduced the dog Chino in the 3rd
chapter and brought him back in the end. You knew what you needed Chino for because
you made Carmella kick him in the end. Brilliant. Now, consider this: when Chino first
comes on the page in chapter three with Nick, set it up so that the reader knows that Nick
rescue Chino from one of the people he killed. They were abusing Chino. Nick is a great
defender of abused dogs (and women). We can now see why he is drawn to Carrie. She’s
an abused puppy in his eyes. Let Carrie see this side of Nick early. Weave it in from the
beginning.
Furthermore, Nick feels that Carrie will understand him and not judge him because she is
a murderer just like him. They both feel that neither one of them will ever judge the other.
Who else could they share the truth with? Nick’s character arc will be complete when he
learns how to have a loving relationship without having to defend, protect, and control all
the time. He need to learn how to let somebody to protect him for once.
Now on to dear sweet Bobby. Well, I feel that Bobby’s character arc will not be complete until the end of the next sequel. Am I right? The one thing that I feel is missing with
Bobby is conflicting emotions. You have the beginnings of the conflicting emotions. For
instance, the scene on the steps with his step-father.
Conflict, contrast, and conflicting emotions make a page turner. And your story is
primed and ready for them. Excellent bones. Great action. Interesting characters. Kudos
for bringing them all on to the page so smoothly. It’s quite a feat!
Stephanie, I know this will be a lot to take in. Read all my edits and comments all the
way through before you start on any revisions. Immerse yourself in the comments and
suggestions; however, remember any time I tweak a scene or build up dialogue, these
moments are just illustrations. You may keep them, tweak them, or delete them entirely.
Think of them as a platform to leap from, build on to, or get your creative juices flowing.
You did a fantastic job, Stephanie. I’m hooked. I’ve fallen in love with your characters
(even Travis). And that, my writer friend, is a feat.
I have no doubt that one of those three agents that asked for your work will want to see
the whole manuscript. No take a deep breath. Your first full editorial may be tough to
swallow. If you need to cry, just do it. If you want to throw darts at my picture, I will
email you my photograph. When your writer heart is satisfied, get to work. It’s going to
be incredible.
I am here for you, Stepahnie. Call if you have any questions or concerns. I will check in
with you in a couple of weeks.
Much love and gratitude,
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Stephanie Baldie <#####@gmail.com>
To: Val Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Sun, Mar 5, 2017 at 11:35 PM

Val,
I can’t begin to thank you enough for taking this journey with me. I will read everything
first before making any changes. I did do word searches on the first 50 pages for repetitiveness and filter words. I will do the that with the entire manuscript. I will send you the
synopsis. I am having trouble cutting it down to size. I will call you after my read through.
Stephanie

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Generic Active Verbs
3 messages

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Mon, Mar 6, 2017 at 2:04 PM

Looking at the last edit of your first page of chapter one, I like you to play around with an
alternative verb to replace the generic verb “sat.” Keep in mind that sometimes changing
a single verb won’t do. Sometimes, it takes adding a whole verb phrase or sentence to replace generic verbs, such as sat, walked, climbed, and smiled. To get your creative motor
jump-started, consider the following illustration:
Trapped inside his Chevy Impala, Carrie pushed back hard against
the leather seat. Next to her, a man she no longer loved, a man she had
mistaken for her savior.
Here, Carrie isn’t just sitting and staring out the window. She is actively involved in this
scene, and she is not happy about it. She’s afraid, but there is also a foreshadowing here
because she is “pushing back.” Play with it. See what you come up with. :)
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Save the Puppy!
2 messages

Stephanie Baldie <#####@gmail.com>
To: Val Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Sun, Mar 12, 2017 at 2:43 PM

Val, Thought you might like to see where I am going with Nick.
Nick whistled softly and motioned him forward. “Hello, Chino.” He bent down and gave
him a rub on top of his enormous head. It was hard to believe Chino was the same beaten and abused dog he had rescued. When Nick found him chained to a tree in the backyard of one of his kills, the links on the chain digging deep welts into his neck, he was
halfstarved and barely able to move. Today, he was a different dog. Nick had spared no
expense in nursing him back to health. Knowing he would have a good home, he had
presented him to Ricardo as a gift.
Stephanie

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Mon, Mar 13 2017 at 11:20 PM

Nice! Love it! I proofed it for you (can’t help myself). :)
Nick whistled softly and motioned him forward. “Hello, Chino.” He bent down and gave
him a rub on top of his enormous head. It was hard to believe Chino was the same beaten
and abused dog he had rescued. When Nick found him, he was chained to a tree in the
backyard of one of his kills, the links on the chain digging deep cuts into his neck. He
was halfstarved and barely able to move. Today, Chino was a different dog. Nick had
spared no expense in nursing him back to health. Knowing he would have a good home,
he had presented him to Ricardo as a gift.
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Query Letter
3 messages

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Stephanie Baldi <#####@gmail.com>

Tue, Mar 21, 2017 at 10:57 AM

Stephanie, although you already have agents wanting your work, you might find these
resources useful when you send your requested pages. I just came across them today.
http://queryshark.blogspot.ca/
http://www.agentquery.com/
Stephanie Baldie <#####@gmail.com>
To: Val Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Tue, Mar 21, 2017 at 3:36 PM

Good info. Thanks so much.
I have been working really hard on the manuscript. [Agent Name Removed] contacted me
again and asked me to print and send it when ready. She is old school, but I like that.
Carrie is no longer one dimensional. I have fleshed out her character and yes, she does
save Bobby all by herself when he's lost in the snow! I also created a scene between her
and Nick at the diner to make her meeting him for coffee more believable. I've given a
little more hint regarding Travis's awful childhood. I am reworking the scene when Travis escapes and confronts Carrie also. She will try to fight him even more. And I plan on
working on the scene where Nick shoots the hitman sent to South Dakota. There will be
two. Carrie will take care of the other one to protect Bobby, especially now that she knows
for sure Bobby is her son. Carrie won't use a gun. I see a fireplace poker in her future. I
am leaving to see the grandkids tomorrow, but Carrie, Nick, and Travis will be with me.
Taking my laptop.
I can't express enough how much you have helped make me a better writer. My story fell
short in places and sometimes when you are too close, you can't see it.
Stephanie
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Video Script Edit
6 messages

Join Us For Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
To: Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Thu, Aug 25, 2016 at 10:13 AM

Val, here’s the script I told you about. Will you brighten it up a little? Make it better? Unless you think its perfect… While reading, Imagine Barry’s voice and my animation.
Hi, my name is Joe. I was just an average cup of coffee. A cup of Joe. But, I’m probably
the first thing you thought about every morning. Thanks for that, by the way! Heck, I’m the
reason people come together. I love hearing, "Let’s get together for Coffee.”
But, did you know - I’m the second most highly traded commodity in the whole wide world
second only to crude oil. Try adding some cream and sugar to that. I’m a little upset about it
you know, I should be number one. Oh well, still working on that. That’s why I’m talking to
you today.
You see I have a dream. A dream to help more people. Yes, I know… I get you up and going
every morning. But, I’m talking about a way to really help people.
So as luck would have it, a group of scientist got together and perfected my formula.
Now, not only do you get a boost of energy, but it’s steady and it lasts all day. This new version of me improves your mood and helps you sleep better too. Cool right, but that’s not all
they did.
When you drink me, I’ll convince your fat cells to give up their energy. And this leaves
you with a little less, you guessed it, less fat cells! I also suppress those sugar cravings you
always get! And when I really get to work I'll kick those carbohydrates and fats you just ate
right out the back door!
No kidding, you drink me and all that crap you ate becomes crap!
Those scientists are the best! I’m all Natural! They turned an average cup of joe into me,
Super Joe.
(Picture me in a cape with Super Hero Music)
Look out Crude Oil, here I come!
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I’m just getting started but thousands of people are losing weight. The testimonials just keep
pouring in!
Drink coffee.
Lose weight.
Order now.
What do you think?
Pete

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
Thu, Aug 25, 2016 at 11:07 AM
To: Join Us for Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
Hello, Pete. Love this little story! Looking forward to seeing it animatated. I did a quick
once over, and I do see a few issues. The biggest issue is the numerous switching back
and forth from past to present tense. My suggestion is to stay in the past tense from “Hi,
my name is” all the way down to to “perfected my formula.” I suggest starting out with
“Hi, my name used to be Joe” and then smoothly transition into present tense.
My reasoning:
1. He is now “Super Joe,” so I suggest not starting out with “Hi, my name is Joe.” He’s
talking about his past self. His name is no longer Joe.
2. The video will be more powerful and pack more of a punch if you stick with past
tense until you get down to “Now, not only do you.” Play with it. I will help you
make that tranistion smooth. Then transition into present tense because he’s now the
new Joe—Super Joe!
3. I strongly suggest hooking the reader (or, in this case, the video audience) quickly.
Make them curious from the first sentence. “My name used to be Joe” is the first
hook. It makes people ask, “Why did you used to be Joe?” It promises a stroy.
I will look at it again tonight when I get back, but these comments will at least get you
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started on a revision. :) Great little story. Fun character.
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
The Exit 271 Studio
http://www.exit271.com
Write more. Publish more. Live the writer’s life.

Join Us For Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
To: Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Thu, Aug 25, 2016 at 11:42 AM

So, that’s how I originally had it starting out as "Hi, my name used to be Joe." But, Barry
replied that it was confusing at first, a little. I guess he’s worried that people may get
confused and he wants a clean clear message from the start. So, here's a version - all in
present tense that I think may work. I had to change the ending to “I guess you should
call me Super Joe.”
What do you think of the below revision (all present tense)?
Hi, my name is Joe. I’m just an average cup of coffee. A cup of Joe. But I’m probably the
first thing you think about every morning. Thanks for that, by the way! Heck, I’m the reason
people get together. I love hearing, “Let’s get together for Coffee.”
But, did you know - I’m the second most highly traded commodity in the whole wide world
second only to crude oil. Try adding some cream and sugar to that. I’m a little upset about
that you know, I should be number one. Oh well, still working on it. That’s why I’m talking
to you today.
You see I have a dream. A dream to help more people. Yes, I know… I get you up and going
every morning. But, I’m talking about a way to really help people.
So, as luck would have it, a group of scientist got together and perfected my formula.
Now, not only do you get a boost of energy, but it’s steady and it lasts all day. This new
version of me improves your mood and helps you sleep better too. Cool right, but that’s not
all they did. When you drink me, I’ll convince your fat cells to give up their energy. And this
leaves you with a little less, you guessed it, less fat cells! I also suppress those sugar cravings
you always get! And when I really get to work I’ll kick those carbohydrates and fats you just
ate right out the back door!
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No kidding, you drink me and all that crap you ate becomes crap!
Those scientists are the best! I’m all Natural! I guess you’ll have to start calling me, Super
Joe. Picture me in a cape with some super hero music playing.
Look out Crude Oil, here I come!
I’m just getting started but thousands of people are losing weight. The testimonials just keep
pouring in!

Do you think the present tense works? Thanks, Val!
Pete

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
Thu, Aug 25, 2016 at 12:09 PM
To: Join Us for Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
Much better. The present tense does work; however, I fear you’re missing an opportunity to hook your reader. I will work with it tonight when I get back and show you what I
mean.
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
The Exit 271 Studio
http://www.exit271.com
Write more. Publish more. Live the writer’s life.
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
To: Join Us for Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>

Thu, Aug 25, 2016 at 6:25 PM

Hello, Pete. I’m back. I re-read your script. Although present tense works, the opening
lost some of its story quality and punch. Consider this: if the script starts out with “Hi, my
name used to be Joe,” readers will have an instinctual reaction; they want to know more.
They want to know why his name used to be Joe, and they want to know his new name.
It’s a powerful hook. If the story starts in present tense, you lose that opening hook. So
think about that. I’m sitting down to edit it now. I’ll smooth out the transition from past to
present. Be back with you soon.
Val

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
Thu, Aug 25, 2016 at 7:09 PM
To: Join Us for Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
Hello, Pete. A clean copy (with my edits) is below. It starts with the hook: “Hi, my name
used to be Joe.” Notice how I rewrote paragraph one to smoothly transition from the past
tense to the present tense. I beefed up the characterization to make Joe feel and sound
more like Super Joe. For instance, the line “And by Golly!” is just something that Super
Joe would say. Streamlined, added transitions, and revised for punch and impact.
Here’s “Not Your Average Cup of Joe.” We can trim if needed.
Hi, my name used to be Joe. Not long ago, I was just an average cup of coffee—a cup of
Joe. I was probably the first thing you thought about every morning, and I probably still am.
Thanks for that, by the way! Heck, even as an average Joe, I am still the reason people get
together.
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In fact, I am the second most highly traded commodity in the whole wide world. Second only
to crude oil. But try adding some cream and sugar to a cup of that stuff. Yuck!
I have to admit I’m a little upset about playing second fiddle to crude oil. I should be number
one! And that’s why I’m talking to you today.
You see, I had a dream—a dream to help more people. Yeah, I know … I help get you up
and going every morning. I love hearing people say, “Let’s get together for coffee.” That’s
great, but it’s not going to put me in the number one spot. What I need is a way to really help
people.
And by golly! Wouldn’t you know it! A team of whip-smart scientists got together over a cup
of coffee and perfected my formula. They call it Slim Roast.
With my new Slim Roast formula, I not only give you a boost of energy, but I’m also steady
and last all day. This NEW version of me improves your mood and helps you sleep better,
too. Pretty cool, right?
But, that’s not all I can do. When you drink the NEW me, I’ll convince your fat cells to give
up their energy. And that, my friend, leaves you with a little less, you guessed it, less fat cells!
This NEW me will help cut out your sugar cravings. And when I really get to work, I’ll kick
those darn carbs and fats right out your back door!
No kidding! You drink Slim Roast and all that crap you ate becomes crap.
Yeah, those scientists are real smart. They took me, just an average cup of Joe, and transformed me into—Super Joe!
“It’s a bird!”
“It’s a plane!”
“No! It’s Super Joe!”
And I’m all natural, too.
I’m just getting started, but thousands of people are already losing weight. The testimonials
keep pouring in!
Look out crude oil, here I come!
Drink coffee.
Lose weight.
Order yours today.
Slim Roast Coffee—not your average cup of Joe.

111

Pete, if you tweak anything, shoot it back to me; I’ll make sure the transitions still work.
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
The Exit 271 Studio
http://www.exit271.com
Write more. Publish more. Live the writer’s life.

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Not Your Average Cup of Joe
4 messages

Join Us For Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
To: Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Thu, Sept 1, 2016 at 10:30 AM

Hey, Val. So, Barry sent me a couple audio versions of the script. And it turns out to be
2.5 minutes. I think its a minute too long. How do you think we could shave off some
time but still keep the story, the punch, and the love for the character?
Modified Version below. (What do you think?)
Title: NOT YOUR AVERAGE CUP OF JOE
Hi, my name used to be Joe. Not long ago, I was just an average cup of coffee—a cup of
Joe. I was probably the first thing you thought about every morning, and I probably still am.
Thanks for that, by the way! Heck, even as an average Joe, I am still the reason people get
together.
Thats great, but you see, I had a dream—a dream to help more people. Yeah, I know … I help
get you up and going every morning. But I want to really help people!
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And by golly! Wouldn’t you know it! A team of whip-smart scientists got together over a cup
of coffee and perfected my formula. They call it Slim Roast.
With my new Slim Roast formula, I not only give you a boost of energy, but I’m also steady
and last all day. This NEW version of me improves your mood and helps you sleep better,
too. Pretty cool, right?
But, that’s not all I can do. When you drink the NEW me, I’ll convince your fat cells to give
up their energy. And that, my friend, leaves you with a little less, you guessed it, less fat cells!
This NEW me will help cut out your sugar cravings. And when I really get to work, I’ll kick
those darn carbs and fats right out your back door!
No kidding! You drink Slim Roast and all that crap you ate becomes crap!
Yeah, those scientists are real smart. They took me, just an average cup of Joe, and transformed me into—Super Joe!
And I’m all natural, too.
I’m just getting started, but thousands of people are already losing weight. The testimonials
keep pouring in!
Slim Roast Coffee, I’m not your average cup of Joe.
Drink coffee.
Lose weight.
Order yours today.
Slim Roast Coffee—not your average cup of Joe.

Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
Thu, Sept 1, 2016 at 11:07 AM
To: Join Us for Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
Hello, Pete. That works. Glad you cut the crude oil bit. It was funny but possibly distracting. It could lead customers thoughts astray. There are still some areas you can slim
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down. For instance, cut the facts that don’t pertain to losing weight:
With my new Slim Roast formula, I not only give you a boost of energy, but I’m also steady
and last all day. This NEW version of me improves your mood and helps you sleep better,
too. Pretty cool, right?
But, that’s not all I can do.

I suggest adding this part back. Probably best towards the end:
It’s a bird. It’s a plane. No, it’s Super Joe!

Adding the Super Joe bit back in will be a nice kick at the end. Brings back that characterization, which has an emotional appeal. Besides, it may be that the current info is too
much information, too many facts to focus on. Concentrate the facts on the most important, the most targeted. In other words, trim the fat.
I strongly suggest that when it comes down to choosing to cut facts or cut emotions, definitely cut the facts.
With gratitude and best wishes,
Val
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
The Exit 271 Studio
http://www.exit271.com
Write more. Publish more. Live the writer’s life.

Join Us For Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
To: Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
Yep, I see that ...

Fri, Sept 2, 2016 at 8:04 AM
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Join Us For Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
To: Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>

Fri, Sept 2, 2016 at 1:26 PM

Val, will you look this over?
What about this ...
Short Version: NOT YOUR AVERAGE CUP OF JOE
Hi, my name used to be Joe. Not long ago, I was just an average cup of coffee—a cup of
Joe. I was probably the first thing you thought about every morning, and I probably still am.
Thanks for that, by the way! Heck, even as an average Joe, I’m still the reason people get
together.
That’s Great, but you see, I had a dream—a dream to help more people. Yeah, I know … I
helped get you up and going every morning. But, what I needed was a way to really help
people.
And by golly! Wouldn’t you know it! A team of whip-smart scientists got together over a cup
of coffee and perfected my formula. They call it Slim Roast.
When you drink the NEW me, I’ll convince your fat cells to give up their energy. And that,
my friend, leaves you with a little less, you guessed it, less fat cells.
This NEW me will help cut out your sugar cravings. And when I really get to work, I’ll kick
those darn carbs, sugar, and fats right out your back door.
No kidding! You drink Slim Roast and all that crap you ate becomes crap.
I’m just getting started, but thousands of people are already losing weight. The testimonials
keep pouring in.
Yeah, those scientists are real smart. They took me, just an average cup of Joe, and transformed me into—Super Joe!
“It’s a bird!”
“It’s a plane!”
“No! It’s Super Joe!”
And I’m all natural, too.
Slim Roast Coffee, I’m not your average cup of Joe.
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Valerie Mathews <val@exit271.com>
Thu, Sept 2, 2016 at 3:32 PM
To: Join Us for Coffee <#####@joinusforcoffee.com>
Wonderful! I like how you moved the testimonial line to above the scientist line. Good
flow. Also, adding "I am" in front of "not your average cup of coffee" in the last line was
a good choice. It's a small thing, but it helps keep the intimacy with the character all the
way to the end. Ending with character dialogue instead of a narrator statement prevents
the video from ending on a "salesy" note. Can't wait to see it! Send a link!
Val
Val M. Mathews
Editor-in-Chief
The Exit 271 Studio
http://www.exit271.com
Write more. Publish more. Live the writer’s life.

TO PLAY VIDEO, GO TO: http://www.joinusforcoffee.com/

116

PORTFOLIO SECTION FIVE:
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